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From the Editors…
by Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
We write this letter during the
beginning of 2021 holiday
season. It is a time of mixed
feelings here in Michigan, as the
tragedy of the Oxford school
shooting has just occurred.
Teachers, students, and parents
are struggling to cope with
the sudden and tragic losses in
Oxford and with gun violence
around the country. Also, despite
Troy Hicks
Carlin
Meghan Block
our early efforts and stemming
Borsheim-Black
the effects of COVID, public
opinion and political winds have shifted such that—with the onset of Omicron—we are at a time where
Michigan leads the nation in COVID transmission rates. And, we cap that with a looming teacher shortage
in our state that already trails over two-thirds of other states in starting teacher pay and student spending.
It looks like we may be in for a long, bleak winter.
That said, we want to look ahead, with hopes that “lessons learned” from pandemic pedagogy will carry
MRA members—and our entire field of literacy studies—forward into conversations about more equitable
practices. We seek hope and work to bring it to educators in the pages of MRJ. We echo again the theme
of our upcoming 2022 conference, “Literacy Equity, Justice, and Building Beloved Community.” Our
conference chairperson, Leah van Belle, reminded us in our fall issue that we can continue to learn and
grow “our knowledge, skills, and tools to build toward a more equitable and just literacy education for all
students,” and we hope that this issue helps move readers one step closer to that goal.
In our Bridging Research to Practice section, first, we gain insights from literacy scholar Dr. Julie Coiro, a
leader in the study of reading and digital literacies, who reminds us that a simple question our students can
ask—“What do I want to learn next?”—can undergird our entire approach to teaching literacy. Then, we
turn to Dr. Elizabeth Isidro and Dr. Laura Teicher, Assistant Professors from Western Michigan University,
who explore “Socially Just Literacy Teaching within Virtual Spaces: Proposing A Model for Practice”
through the stories of three pre-service teachers working with K-12 students during COVID-induced
remote learning.
From there, we move into our Voices from the Region section, where we welcome three individual authors
and a trio of co-authors. In her article, “The Stance, the Text, and the Talk: Three Components for
Critical Race-Oriented Interactive Read Alouds,” Rebecca Witte, doctoral candidate at Michigan State
University, describes a three-part framework for engaging students in meaningful discussions about race
and racism during read alouds. Alyssha N. Ginzel, a middle school ELA teacher at Caledonia Community
Schools, shares strategies for helping students manage the cognitive load of complex writing tasks in her
article, “Writing as a Vessel for Thinking: Incorporating Self-Regulation, Metacognition, and Formative
Winter 2022, Vol. 54, No. 2
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Assessment in the Middle School ELA Classroom.” In her article, “Free to Read: Growing Elementary
Students’ Literacy in the Summer,” Allison M. Nieboer, a 5th grade teacher from Coopersville Public
Schools, shares information about a successful summer reading program for elementary students that she
designed with the support of some of her colleagues. Finally, Dr. Kathleen Crawford-McKinney, Dr. Asli
Ozgun-Koca, and Kristy Rebar, colleagues from Wayne State University, write about the importance of
integrating mathematics and children’s literature in their article, “Joys of Teaching Through Mathematics
and Children’s Literature.”
In our Critical Issues section, we appreciate another piece from our regular contributors Jenelle Williams,
Literacy Consultant with Oakland Intermediate School District, and Laura Gabrion, Literacy Consultant
with Wayne Regional Educational Service Agency, who draw on the role that the Essential Instructional
Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary Classroom play in learning to strike a balance between
teacher literature and teaching literacy in secondary English Language Arts in their article, “Teacher of
Literature and Literacy: Rethinking Secondary English Language Arts.”
Finally, in our Must Reads section, we find a mix of professional books as well as those for children and
teens, beginning with young adult author Kristin Bartley Lenz’s review of The Sky Blues by Robbie Couch
in “Sweet Romance and Ticking-Clock-Plots: An Entry Point for Exploring Identity and Intersectionality.”
Our regular contributor Lynette Suckow, librarian at Peter White Public Library, in Marquette, offers
insights on some great graphic novels with “Great Lakes Great Books Goes Graphic.” Then, Jeremy
Hyler, a former middle level educator and now Manager of Educational Partnerships at the Center for
the Collaborative Classroom, offers a review of Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides’ Letting Go of Literary
Whiteness (Editors’ Note: Hyler graciously chose to review this book, co-authored by one of MRJ’s co-editors, and
received no additional considerations or compensation for doing so).
Closing out this issue, we welcome Dr. Raven Jones Stanbrough, Assistant Professor from Michigan State
University and a regular contributer, who reviews Gholdy Muhammad’s book, Cultivating Genius: An
Equity Model for Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy, which uses literacy practices of African
American literary societies as inspiration for re-imagining literacy instruction for all students.
For this issue, we offer a special thanks to our new Executive Director, Jeanette Field, who has helped
the three of us streamline the process of putting each issue of MRJ to press and get the physical copies
of the journal into the hands of members more efficiently. Even in a time where pandemic-related delays
are causing disruptions to the printing industry and mail service, Jeanette has been working with us well
ahead of time to ensure that all the pieces of our production puzzle are in place and to bring voices of other
educators—from Michigan and beyond—to the mailbox of you, our MRA colleagues, and through our
open-access journal page: <scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj>.
Finally, we encourage readers to look at the call for proposals for a special issue this spring, “‘Rooting to
Rise:’ Centering Student Voices & Equitable Literacy Practices Through Joy and Social Justice.” This issue
will be co-edited by Dr. Raven Jones Stanbrough and Zuri Hudson Stanbrough, and more information is
available on pages 76-78 in this issue, and at < https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/call_for_proposals.pdf>.
Sincerely,
Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
Co-Editors, Michigan Reading Journal
mrj@cmich.edu
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President’s Message…
by Jill Erfourth, MRA President 2021-2022
Rebound: “to bounce back after hitting a hard surface or object.”
Accelerate: “to undergo a change in velocity, or increase in amount.”
Rebound and Accelerate.
Across the many meetings, professional development sessions, and coaching conversations I have
had this fall, this phrase has taken on multiple
Utica
meanings as we embarked upon this school year.
•
Educators were thrust into classrooms on full
Jill Erfourth
throttle to fill significant learning gaps, as if accelerating in this sense meant putting the pedal to the metal. We hear that we must also “go slow to go
fast,” all the while trying to gas up our vehicles without ever coming to a full stop.
This school year is not one we could have ever anticipated or predicted, as we began to see firsthand the
long-lasting effects of a global pandemic. The effects are far more reaching than the loss of academic skills,
as they extend to skills in socialization, communication and self-regulation, all the while recognizing, and
dealing with emotions. Glaring gaps in access, sustainability, systems, and literacy equity are more evident.
For us as individuals, the role of an educator is ever-evolving, especially this year, and is no longer just
a teacher but counselor, social worker, and behavior interventionist. Important resources are simply not
readily available, but basic needs must be addressed and met for learning to be impactful, sustainable, and
long-lasting.
In that sense, the pressure to push on that pedal harder and harder, however, has now almost forced us
to put on the brakes. Educators were optimistic about in-person learning, face-to-face connections with
students, and getting back to routine and structure. Yet, schools are closing again for days at a time, and
some suspect fully remote learning might return this winter. The stop is coming one way or another.
What will happen when we stop? How are we addressing these gaps? What changes are we making as we
move forward? This is an education crisis like we have never experienced, and we need to rethink what we
want to do, reconsidering the goal of “rebounding” and “accelerating.”
As we now embark on 2022, while still coming to grips with the time-lapse since March 2020, a new
calendar year always brings new hope along with a need to refocus. We must take the time to rebound,
rebuild, and reset while balancing the acceleration of the throttle.
Literacy can give us a sense of healing and help us do just that. There are neurological and mental benefits
to reading. Studies show stress reduction, mental stimulation, memory improvement, and improved focus
are just a few of the immediate benefits. Books have the power to build empathy, community, compassion,
Winter 2022, Vol. 54, No. 2
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understanding, and agency. When students have difficulty expressing their feelings and emotions, the
power of story can be a catalyst for conversations.
For instance, the beautifully written story Outside, Inside by LeUyen Pham (2021) captures moments
when our world came together inside. At the same time, the change of the season stood still on the outside.
As we emerged from the inside to the outside, we shared love, triumph, heartache, and despair stories.
Sharing our stories—whether by talking or writing or both—can bring understanding, empathy, and
purpose. Writing is an expression of the human spirit. Putting our story to paper helps us go back to an
experience and perhaps explore it more deeply to make sense of it. Through that process of expression and
reflection, we come to gratitude for what is. We can bring students a sense of appreciation and gratitude
through pen and story.
Rather than trying to “rebound” and “accelerate,” let’s think about some different actions we might take
with our students. Reading a story. Writing a story. Sharing a story. The power of story can be a vehicle for
healing, hope, and change. Lift student voices through the power of story to be the change they want to
see in the world.
And, above all, take care of each other through the ride.
Jill Erfourth is the 2021-2022 President of the Michigan Reading Association. Jill has over 25 years of
experience as an educator in Utica Community Schools. Previously she has served as a second-grade teacher
for 18 years and a literacy coach for the past two years. Jill is currently a District K-6 Literacy Consultant
in UCS. As a Macomb County Literacy Ambassador, she shares her love of reading and advocates for
equity through literacy in Utica Schools and across the county. Jill is the co-author of Interacting With
informational Text for Close and Critical Reading. She holds a master’s degree in Educational Leadership
from Saginaw Valley State University. Jill has been nominated for Michigan Teacher of the Year, in which
she placed as a 2018-2019 MTOY semi-finalist. You can reach Jill Erfourth at jerfourth.michiganreading@
gmail.com.

References
Pham, L. (2021). Outside inside. Roaring Brook Press.
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Executive Director’s Message…
by Jeanette Field, MRA Executive Director 2021-2022
Dear Michigan Reading Association Members,
Hello, from the office of the MRA! There has been a lot going on in the office
since I began my role as Executive Director in late August.
I attended my first virtual board meeting with the MRA officers and
representatives in October. It was invigorating to wake up on a Saturday
morning, grab a hot cup of coffee, and log in to my laptop for the meeting.
Hearing from all of our dedicated volunteers from across our beautiful state
was so inspiring. With the entire group of the Executive Board members,
Committee Chairs, and Council Representatives, it is clear that the time they
commit to the Michigan Reading Association is proof of their love and passion
for expanding literacy to all.

Jeanette Field

In the office, and most exciting for all of you, I have been actively designing and launching our brand-new
website. We have switched over to a new hosting service, Wild Apricot. This is a membership management
site that will be user-friendly for all of us. For you, it will mean simple registration processes, easy to navigate
pages, and consistent updates. For me, it will mean a greater ease of posting updates and communications,
precise record keeping, and all membership activities under one roof! I have also been busy responding to
inquiries and streamlining all of our office tasks and processes. This is an important list of “to dos” for me
to complete, so I will have the time I need to dedicate to all of you!
I am enjoying learning about all of the branches of the MRA, and let me tell you, they are all in full swing. The
Conference Committee is all hands on deck for our upcoming event. This will be my first MRA conference,
and I am excited to take part in the planning of it. Also, this year’s Kaleidoscope committee is working
diligently to share information with us to invite student voices into the conversation at the 2022 conference.
Similarly, this issue of the Michigan Reading Journal has been in the making for months. The editors
collectively work side-by-side to solicit, review, and offer final feedback to authors. The layout is then
designed, proofread, and approved. That is where I take over. I transfer it to the printer, the mailing house,
the post office, and then to you. Again, learning about all the moving parts of MRA has been inspiring.
You are the Who, What, Where, When, and How that make this organization what it is. Thank you for
the work you do in your classrooms, schools, and communities. I cannot wait to meet you in person at
the conference!
Always grateful,
Jeanette
Mrs. Jeanette Field is the Executive Director at the Michigan Reading Association. She can be reached at
administrative@michiganreading.org and 616-647-9310.
Winter 2022, Vol. 54, No. 2
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“What to Learn Next?”: An Interview with
Julie Coiro
by Julie Coiro and
Troy Hicks
As an established literacy scholar and teacher educator,
Dr. Julie Coiro has changed the landscape of reading
education with work that has, among many other
accomplishments, solidified the study of new literacies
(Coiro et al., 2008), provided teachers with a model
for inquiry-based, technology-rich learning (Coiro et
al., 2019), and most recently provided a comprehensive
review of how digital reading has been defined in the
past and could be more coherently and consistently
explored in the future (Coiro, 2021). Speaking to
educators and students, to parents and policymakers,
Coiro’s work has resonance across many public spaces
in which reading and literacy, as well as digital education and inquiry-based pedagogies, are all at play.
In a conversation of just over an hour in October of
2021, Coiro and I were able to discuss her thoughts on
three main ideas—the state of hybrid and fully online
learning in this moment of the COVID-19 pandemic,
her work on the Development Panel charged with
drafting the NAEP 2026 Reading Framework, and her
thoughts on digital literacy and multimodal reading—
all while considering implications for K-12 classrooms.
Captured here are key moments from her interview,
and for those interested in Coiro’s work, she regularly
updates her university profile on Academia, available at
<https://uri.academia.edu/JulieCoiro/Papers>.
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Julie Coiro

Troy Hicks

ways that they are helping students reframe broader
political conversations in age-appropriate ways. Similarly, she discussed the ways she hears educators helping
students in identity work as readers and writers, scientists, mathematicians, and historians. These positive
changes in classroom climate, she notes, were brought
on by the many challenges of the pandemic.

“Model Being Vulnerable”:
A Snapshot of Teaching, Learning,
and Technology Use

With the use of technology, she described the shift
from an initial phase of "emergency remote teaching" to the present, where she and other educators are
embracing “emerging promising practices” from this
first stage of pandemic pedagogy. Adding emphasis to
this point, Coiro argued that “teachers began to step
back and really start to find value—and even some
advantages—in digital texts, digital tools, and digital
learning spaces.” Referencing her work with colleague,
co-director of the Summer Institute in Digital Literacy, and co-author Renee Hobbs, Coiro described her
emerging thinking about “any time” and “real time”
learning models (Coiro & Hobbs, 2021), acknowledging that she’s figuring out new ways to engage her own
pre-service teachers in these approaches.

To begin, I asked Coiro to provide a “snapshot” of what
she is seeing, hearing, and experiencing in her current
conversations with educators. She noted that many
educators are reporting more and more times where
they create space in class for socio-emotional learning,
from entrance tickets and emotional check-ins to the

For example, in her work with pre-service teachers and
in the emerging hybrid spaces that we are creating with
dual-delivery models, she acknowledges the needs of
both “roomies” (face-to-face attendees) and “Zoomies”
(online attendees) in live-streamed classes. Coiro
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pointed out that the goal, in the end, is for her students
to “talk collaboratively, to document their ideas, [and]
to share their ideas and reactions” in ways that can only
happen while talking and working together. In short,
whether they share learning that happens in real-time
(during class) or anytime (outside of class), pre-service
teachers need opportunities to read, annotate, think
independently, and collaboratively integrate new ideas.
To put a practical spin on it, she described what real
time learning looked like for her pre-service teachers
in a class of 25-30. First, she would offer an introduction or mini-lesson to all, broadcasting to those
online in addition to those meeting in person. Then,
during group work, where groups of three to four
would gather in the classroom, with their laptops,
and then these small groups would welcome one or
two online classmates to join them in Zoom breakout
rooms. Overall, she has found success with this kind
of real time collaboration, and students have adjusted
to it quickly, as long as they have access to necessary
equipment, like headphones for the breakout room
discussions. That said, even when things do not go as
planned, she has found that students have learned to
quickly adapt. For example, she noted how one group,
when Zoom failed them, was quickly able to pivot and
welcome their remote classmate into their small group
discussion via Facetime. She summarized concisely:
“It [modality] doesn’t really make a difference, and
students have kind of started to get used to it,” making
her classroom a truly hybrid, real time experience.
While there were many positive aspects of teaching in
this current landscape, she noted that an authentic,
inquiry-driven model of literacy learning still seems to
be elusive. She concluded this portion of our interview
by noting that, on the positive, more and more educators seem to be focused on “intentionally designing
a learning space” that involves both real-time and any
time components and centers on the use of just a few
core tools that can be employed in a flexible manner,
a point she elaborated on at the end of the interview
as well. Through all of these shifts, she concluded, the
best approach to teacher education is to “model being
vulnerable,” by allowing pre-service teachers to see their

professor engage in learning both content and the affordances of digital tools right alongside them.

“A Complex Process that is Shaped by
Many Factors”: Insights on the NAEP
2026 Reading Framework and the
Definition of Reading
We then moved to a conversation about Coiro’s work
with the Visioning and Development Panels charged
with drafting the NAEP 2026 Reading Framework
(National Assessment Governing Board, 2021). This
group has been tasked with updating the 2009 assessment, and her opening statement (perhaps even an
understatement) captured the scope of change the
panel will need to address in the process: “If anybody
thinks about where the world was, and where learners
were, and where the internet was, or wasn’t, in 2009,”
she began, “it’s very, very different now.” Additionally, Coiro described the intricacies of how the NAEP
Framework ultimately becomes a policy document, and
how that then leads to an “item specification document” which becomes a roadmap for test development.
Put another way, the item specification document
“contains recommendations for how tasks and items are
written and developed.” The ideologies and pedagogies
underlying these documents are crucial for the actual
test development; it is critical work that ultimately
leads to a draft of the new assessment.
As the panel members considers shifts in literacy
research and classroom practices from a decade ago to
the present, the shifts can seem small, yet they really do
inform approaches to literacy learning. In other words,
there are some significant changes in the framework,
based on the work of Coiro and other leading scholars
in the field, including Peter Afflerbach, John Guthrie, Carol Lee, P. David Pearson, and Allison Skerrett,
among nearly three dozen others documented in a
report from August of 2021, the “2026 NAEP Reading Framework” (all documents referenced here are
available online at <https://www.nagb.gov/naep-frameworks/reading/2026-reading-framework.html>). To
note just one example, Coiro noted that the 2009
NAEP definition of reading as “an active and complex
process” has evolved to include “making meaning with
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text, a complex process that is shaped by many factors,”
including the role of context for the reader themselves
and their funds of knowledge, as well as the reading
task including the topic, timing, and format. Again, a
seemingly small shift in the definition of reading has
major policy, testing, and classroom implications.
Coiro noted recommended changes to comprehension targets on the assessment will capture students’
ability to “locate and recall, integrate and interpret,
and analyze and evaluate,” as well as the addition of
a fourth comprehension target, “use and apply.” “The
reason this matters so much,” she argued, “is because
the tests will be intentionally designed to ask students
to do more than read to answer test questions. All of
the assessment items will be situated in explicit reading purposes and more generally framed in activities
that involve developing an understanding or solving
problems. Two or three texts will be presented together,
and students will engage in a series of 10-12 questions
in a larger question block, all focused on those reading
purposes noted above.
The tests have changed too. Since 2009, all texts in
the NAEP reading assessments are now viewed on the
computer, and some texts include multimodal features
or dynamic elements, such as hyperlinks or animated
graphics, to reflect the kinds of texts found in the
real world. There is, she noted, an “expanded way of
thinking about texts, recognizing that none of the texts
[presented in the test] are actually print anymore; they
all appear on the computer screen.”
The new framework also calls for broader use of “Universal Design Elements” (UDEs), or design elements
intended to help all test-takers access, organize, analyze,
and express ideas as they engage with complex reading
comprehension tasks. These include task-based UDE’s
to clarify requirements, motivational UDE’s such as
task characters to provide moral support, or informational UDE’s, such as hover-over definitions of potentially complex or confusing vocabulary not directly
connected to the content being tested. While some
members of the National Governing Board initially
believed these elements were designed to make the test

10

less rigorous, ultimately, members of the Development
Panel helped to communicate how UDE’s are designed
to make tests accessible to the greatest number of
students possible in order to accurately measure reading
comprehension across the diversity of test-takers. Thus,
the proposed UDE’s enabled the Development Panel
to address the Visioning Panel’s call “to ensure that
the framework and assessment equitably represent and
account for the learning opportunities, cultural and
linguistic resources, and contributions of diverse learners.” The proposed changes will be reflected in the 2026
assessment, reflecting a broader perspective built on
Universal Design for Assessment (UDA). More information about UDA elements can be found at: <https://
nceo.info/Assessments/universal_design>.
Back in her college classroom, when she teaches reading
strategies to her pre-service teachers, Coiro uses an
acronym: M&M DAAVISS to help them remember
research-based comprehension strategies. This includes
monitoring, making connections, determining important ideas, asking questions and analyzing, visualizing,
inferencing, summarizing, and synthesizing. She
contends that “teachers should really be aware of each
of these strategies and how to teach them to learners
of different ages.” She noted that the first M, monitoring, is about executive functioning, including the
ability to monitor and self-regulate, and then all the
additional strategies can lead to improved comprehension. “Knowing that skilled readers are also engaged
readers,” she suggested that teachers create opportunities for success with challenging texts, organize texts by
themes connected to the real world, provide students
with as much choice as possible in texts and topics,
and offer opportunities for students to collaborate. Of
most importance, Coiro explained, students want to
know that teachers “know how to support my needs as
a learner. And they care about me,” echoing the themes
from the first part of our interview.

“Talking About the Messiness”:
Rethinking Our Approach to Research
and Teaching of Digital Reading
Finally, we turned our attention to her recent piece in
Reading Research Quarterly, “Toward a Multifaceted
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Heuristic of Digital Reading to Inform Assessment,
Research, Practice, and Policy” (2020). In the article
itself, she contends that this heuristic should not be
seen as

collaboration, negotiation, and meaning-making
happen in dialogue with other digital readers and
writers.
She elaborated by saying:

a definitive set of reading-related concepts but as a
starting place from which to promote rich public
conversation about what we currently know about
digital literacy practices and how that knowledge
can be used to characterize, measure, teach, and
support comprehension across a range of digital
reading contexts (10).
Throughout the rest of the article, Coiro provides
insights on multiple layers in the heuristic, including
the reader, the text, and the activity, as well as the
response format, the medium or platform in which
the text is composed, the design considerations of the
task, and other contextual features of the school, home,
or other locations. In our interview, she reminded me
that “every single one of those new kinds of texts—and
different kinds of activities—all tap different interests,
motivation, and skills (or lack of skills)” for readers,
making the act of digital reading uniquely complex.
With this heuristic, Coiro is hoping to help both scholars and educators “to use more consistent language and
explicit ways of talking about the messiness” of digital
reading. In doing so, she believes that “we can start to
talk about it [the complexities of contemporary reading] together, rather than just saying, “Oh, yeah, that’s
digital reading,” thus closing the conversation with no
clear understanding. Her full article is available to read
courtesy of ILA, for free, online at: <https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/rrq.302>.

“Collaborators and Creators”:
Moving Toward the Digital Future
As we brought our conversation to a close, Coiro
reflected both on her collaboration with her colleague
Renee Hobbs and the ways in which her definition of
digital literacy has changed in the past few years. She
noted that her approach to understanding reading
has moved from that of a purely cognitive process to
one that embraces a socio-cultural perspective where

I used to think about our work as two sides of
a coin. I was interested in readers as consumers,
and Renee was interested in learners as producers.
They were, like, opposite pieces of digital literacy.
Then I started to realize, “Wait a minute. They’re
actually part of the same coin, and together they
represent what we mean by digital literacy.” So,
then the question became “Which side of the coin
comes first? Is it that we consume information to
then produce it, or do learners sometimes produce
information first and then think about how it is, or
should be, consumed, by others?” These kinds of
ideas caused us both to realize that digital literacy
is social, overlapping, complex, and constantly
changing as new technologies emerge. Digital
literacy is definitely a moving target but it’s important to keep talking about what it means so we can
translate these ideas into practice in our research
and our teaching.
From there, she shared closing thoughts about how to
make choices about what platforms, tools, devices, or
resources to use when “there’s so much information,
and so many books, and tools, and apps, and devices!”
To keep it in perspective, she recommends that teachers “pick two to three digital tools that serve a range of
purposes and stick with them.” Doing so, she concluded, allows teachers to stay focused on the main goal
of supporting students as they read and write, talk and
think, “rather than feeling the pressure to have to use
every shiny new toy that comes our way.” Coming full
circle, she noted that this goal “gets back to the identity building,” with “the focus [remaining] on creating
opportunities for learners to build their identity as
readers and thinkers, and as collaborators and creators,”
always encouraging them to ask “what do I want to
learn next?”
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Socially Just Literacy Teaching within
Virtual Spaces: Using Woods’ Model for
Evaluating Practice
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Introduction

Elizabeth Isidro

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools and
universities were forced to shift to online-only formats,
revealing to the broader society the social, economic,
and racial inequities that have long plagued education
(Lacina & Griffith, 2021; Ladson-Billings, 2021). As
higher education courses continue to be offered online,
our charge in teacher education then needs to broaden
to include not just building knowledge and skills but
also promoting socially just teaching.
As literacy teacher educators, we problematize this
challenge on two accounts. First, socially just literacy
teaching (SJLT) is still an emerging line of research
at the pre-service level, especially when it comes to
teaching in virtual spaces (Isidoro & Teichert, 2021).
Due to a paucity in the research, teacher educators
do not have enough empirical evidence to glean from
as a pedagogical model to guide pre-student teachers
(PSTs) in implementing SJLT within an online context (Price-Dennis, 2020). Second, facilitating SJLT
is in itself no easy feat for PSTs considering the other
tensions and often, competing institutional D/discourses (Gee, 2004) they encounter (e.g., university
requirements, district mandated curricula, mentor and
school expectations) (Cochran-Smith, 2010; DarlingHammond, 2014; Waldron, 2021; Yuan & Lee, 2016).

Laura Teichert

However, understanding PSTs’ teaching experiences
from a SJLT perspective is a worthwhile endeavor if we
want to prepare them to serve the needs of all students.
In this paper, we drew from Woods’ (2018) Socially
Just Literacy Pedagogy SLP model as a way to re-examine our data in hopes of better encapsulating our PSTs’
experiences. In our previous work (Isidro & Teichert,
2021), we emphasized Cochran-Smith’s (2009) Theory
of Practice in Teacher Education for Social Justice;
however, this framework does not specifically focus on
literacy instruction and does not directly address virtual
teaching and learning. While Woods’ SJLP Framework
does not speak to virtual teaching and learning, it
focuses on literacy instruction and therefore becomes a
more viable lens to evaluate literacy instruction. What
remains uncertain is its usefulness in understanding and
evaluating socially just literacy instruction in virtual
spaces. This uncertainty is what this paper will address.
We framed our inquiry with the question: what are
undergraduate pre-service teachers’ experiences in
virtual tutoring that align with socially just literacy
teaching?
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Socially Just Teaching Research
To understand SJLT, we need to look into socially
just teaching, which is conceptualized through a large
body of work built on culturally responsive, culturally
relevant, and culturally sustaining pedagogy (Au &
Jordan, 1981; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris
& Alim, 2017; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Socially just
teaching is also founded on Fraser’s (2003) research
on social justice, which centers on three concepts,
redistribution, recognition, and representation. Redistribution refers to the distribution of resources to
promote equitable access to learning, engagement, and
participation for all students (Woods, 2018). Recognition refers to recognizing students and families based
on culture, race, gender, religion, language, sexuality
orientation, and (dis)ability (Cochran-Smith, 2010)
and considering them as partners in education. Representation refers to creating systems that afford all
parties a voice in decision making in students’ learning
(Cazden, 2012). From this large body of work, other
scholars have examined socially just teaching from
various angles. Scholars have called for a coherent
curriculum in order to promote socially just teaching

among teacher educators across a preparation program
(Aronson et al., 2020). Researchers have also noted the
benefits for PSTs when they have teaching experiences
in a variety of settings, such as service learning, where
they are given opportunities to reflect on social justice
and multiculturalism to revisit their own assumptions
and disrupt deficit mindsets towards students of color
(Baldwin, et al., 2007). This is not a smooth process,
since different factors such as time pressures, availability
of school support, and level of agency in curriculum
decision-making may compromise PSTs’ ability to practice SJT (Lee, 2011). Additionally, these findings from
research are based on in-person studies and not focused
on virtual literacy teaching. There is a dearth of research
in SJLT within virtual spaces.

Socially Just Literacy Teaching: A Model
We framed this study using Woods’ (2018) Socially Just
Literacy Pedagogy model (see Table 1). Rooted in Fraser’s (2003) concepts of redistribution, recognition, and
representation, the model consists of three interrelated
dimensions and corresponding considerations.

Table 1
Woods’ Socially Just Literacy Pedagogy Model
Dimensions

Pedagogy
1.
			
		
2.
		
3.

Teachers regularly examine practices and think about new ways of teaching
literacy (e.g., comprehension, multimodal texts, oral language strategies).
Teachers share expertise and collaborate with colleagues.
Teachers link curriculum content with the community and/or world contexts.

Literate Citizenship
4.
			
		
5.
			
		
6.
			

Teachers produce literate citizens born out of a mutual respect for students
and their families.
Teachers shift patterns of talk and interaction with students, families, and 		
communities to develop productive relationships.
Teachers link content to political, disciplinary, and community issues that are
relevant to students’ lives versus a narrow focus on basic literacy skills.

Student Well- being
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Considerations

7. Teachers provide a supportive and safe environment and the right equitable
outcomes; address the recognitive, redistributive, and representative social
justice elements when working with students from culturally diverse and
high poverty communities.
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Woods (2018) conceptualized this model for teachers
working with students from culturally diverse backgrounds and high-poverty communities but emphasized
that a social justice stance is “crucial for all teachers
and all students” (p. 214). This model informed our
thinking especially since the PSTs reported in this
paper were White, middle-class women who provided
literacy instruction to students from culturally diverse
backgrounds and many of whom qualified for free and/
or reduced lunch.

Methods
We utilized Narrative Inquiry methods as a way to
co-construct meanings from our participants’ experiences and our own. This method provided us a way
to understand the experiences by organizing them
into a meaningful whole (Chase, 2008; Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). Our inquiry also assumed a socially
just perspective since contextual, temporal, and social
understandings of experience are viewed from the eyes
of the participants (Montero & Washington, 2021).

Context of the Study and Participants
This study was situated in a literacy methods course
at a university located in the Midwestern part of the
US during the Fall 2020 Covid-19-impacted semester.
The course was the second required literacy course
for elementary education majors. Course content was
accessed asynchronously in weekly modules. Both of
us were directly involved in the tutoring program.
Included in this study were two sections of the same
course, with a total of 35 PSTs enrolled. Laura taught
the methods course and supervised the PSTs in tutoring, while Elizabeth coordinated the field experiences
by recruiting families and K-8 children to participate
in the virtual tutoring program and also observed the
tutoring sessions.
To prepare PSTs for virtual tutoring, PSTs accessed
course content asynchronously in modules. Modules
consisted of readings, video tutorials, podcasts, discussion boards, and resources. Course content focused
on literacy teaching methods (e.g., related to teaching
comprehension, fluency), literacy assessments (e.g.,
Leslie and Caldwell’s [2017] Qualitative Reading

Inventory [QRI]), together with other topics, such
as use of diverse texts in instruction, authentic communication with students, critical literacy, and honest
caregiver-teacher conferences (Edwards et al., 2019).
During the eight weeks of virtual tutoring, PSTs
worked in partners and were paired with a K-8 student.
The initial session consisted of literacy pre-assessments,
with required administering of a literacy interest inventory, and the QRI, so that PSTs could develop instructional activities in response to the identified learning
needs of their K-8 student.
Eight PSTs agreed to participate in the study.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted after final
grades were submitted. In this paper, we highlight the
richness of Kerry’s, Tory’s, and Ava’s stories in relation
to our theoretical model. These three participants were
selected because they tutored a student of color and
they self- identified as White, middle-class women.
Their background as White, middle-class women is
salient, given research documenting challenges of preparing White women to work equitably with students
of color in the field (Emdin, 2017; Sleeter, 2001).
To protect the privacy of individuals included in this
paper, pseudonyms were used.

Data Sources and Analysis
Part of a larger study investigating virtual literacy
tutoring, data sources reported in this paper center on
semi-structured interviews with PSTs. We interviewed
each PST for approximately one hour after the semester
ended. Interview questions focused on virtual tutoring experiences such as literacy instruction activities,
successes and challenges, and any attempts to promote
equity (e.g., making content more accessible for the
student).
We analyzed the data inductively by (re)reading
through the texts and creating margin notes to form
initial codes, which were later collapsed into categories and themes. We engaged in coding and categorizing independently followed by discussions to
reconcile any differences in our coding. The common
themes we developed included “lack of prior online
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literacy teaching experiences,” “referencing student’s
interests,” “teaching comprehension,” “building
relationships online,” and “viewing the family conference.” We represent our participants’ stories by
employing three analytical tools of narrative inquiry
namely, broadening (i.e., providing context of our
participants’ circumstances), burrowing (i.e., focusing
on specific details in the data), and restorying (i.e.,
capturing the significance of participants’ lived experiences) (Kim, 2016).

Findings
Kerry’s Story
Personal Background
At the time of the study, Kerry was a senior working
toward an Elementary Education certification with a
major in English Language Arts. She described herself
as a non-traditional student (i.e., older than typical)
and identified as Anglo-American. She considered her
teaching experience consisting mainly of teaching her
own children and volunteering in her mother’s classroom. Prior to the course, she did not have any experience teaching online. She reported her fears of being
on camera and had low comfort levels with the use of
technology.
Virtual Tutoring Experiences
Kerry recalled feeling challenged about transforming
the print-based activities and books into the online
platform. However, she shared that it was the literacy
interest inventory that was helpful in designing lessons
for her third-grade student, Jeremy.
We took the interest inventory, and that’s really
what we based most of our lessons off of. And we
just looked at what he was interested in, and then
we tried to kind of stick with what lessons we were
learning in class ourselves and see how we could
take his interests and pair them with what we were
learning at the time, and it all just tied together
very well. And then we wanted to make sure that
each week we took a page from the last week’s
(lesson) and put it in there to reinforce that and
just keep him interested in what we were doing
(interview transcript, p. 3).
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One of Kerry’s lesson activities that was drawn from
the interest inventory was a comprehension game she
designed focused on predicting and inferring.
I created this [Jam]board because I knew that he
liked games, and he liked Jumanji, and it would be
interactive that he could move his piece. I didn’t
have to move it for him, and he could just play the
game, which then I did ask questions about the
book. But it wasn’t just, ‘Well, tell us who was the
main character?’ It was ‘Okay. Now, tell us this…’
(interview transcript, p. 11).
Aside from Kerry’s close attention to her student’s interests, we also noticed her flexible approach to teaching.
She explained that instead of adhering to a fixed lesson,
she found it more important to focus on Jeremy’s
interests and skills. The quote below exemplifies this
flexibility as well as the thought process behind her
instructional decision.
So we ran out of time to do the whole book, but
our student was so excited about the game of
asking questions. So we kind of abandoned the
book idea and continued it into the next week on
having him ask questions… and talk more about
asking questions that (he) really wanted to know
the answer to, which then led us into, ‘Well, let’s
do inquiry-based lessons and let him choose a
topic’ (interview transcript, p. 4).
Kerry’s experience in virtual tutoring culminated with
the caregiver/family-teacher conference. As it was
her first time interacting with students’ families, she
described her feelings during the virtual conference and
what she realized from the experience.
...that had made me nervous as I was being
welcomed into someone else’s home. And so I
needed to be mindful, which we should always
be respectful and mindful of other people. But it
really was a good experience. I’m going to have
parents who come into the classroom someday
because they’re not happy about something I
said or did. So it was a great experience … good
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practice for being mindful of how other families
may hear what I’m saying and how I may need to
change the things that I’m doing or saying (interview transcript, p. 13).
As for challenges, Kerry mentioned that Jeremy had
experienced audio issues and struggled with the small
fonts on the screen. These events prompted her to consider the need for multimodal means of presentation
for students.
Tory’s Story
Personal Background
Tory, of Anglo-American descent, was in her senior
year and was completing her degree in Elementary
Education. She reported earlier experiences working
as a teacher assistant in preschool classrooms as well as
tutoring third- through fifth-grade students in math
and literacy. However, none of this experience was with
online teaching.
Virtual Tutoring Experiences
Tory shared that she held two thoughts when anticipating virtual tutoring. She was nervous about how
she would keep her student engaged in a virtual setting
while also being excited about the experience, particularly as it would prepare her for an online- only pre-internship placement.
Working with 4th grader Javier, Tory recognized his
fluent reading and decided to focus on further developing his comprehension skills. She drew from a
repertoire of multimodal texts, such as YouTube and
materials emailed to Javier’s parents (then printed).
Tory liked YouTube because she could turn closed
captions on so Javier could follow the transcript. She
also noted that since YouTube could be screen shared,
he “was able to see all the pages but also hear the story”
(interview transcript, p. 4).
When engaging in instructional activities, Tory was
attuned to Javier’s needs and reflected on a moment
when teaching about the ‘main idea.’ Tory described,
The way the lesson was designed was that we would

read different sections of the story and talk about
each main idea of what was just read. At the end,
we were hoping to tie them all together into one
big main idea, but [Javier] actually got really bored
with that. He just wanted to go through the story.
So then we [Tory and her partner] let him just read
through the story (interview transcript, p. 4).
Rather than require Javier to diligently follow the lesson
plan, Tory adapted her instruction and allowed Javier’s
needs and interests to guide instruction. She was still
able to meet her learning outcome, just in a different
design.
We asked him questions that guided him towards
thinking of main ideas of the beginning, the
middle, the end. And then from that he was able
to come up with what he thought was like the big
main idea of the entire story (interview transcript,
p. 5).
Before virtual tutoring began, Tory worried building a
relationship with Javier in an online setting would be
challenging. Yet, in reflecting on her experiences, Tory
realized that:
[In] the end because we did form, a similar relationship as we could have formed in person. … It
just went really well because there was a part of it
that made me [at the beginning that was] a little
sad like, Oh, I’m not gonna be able to meet these
students in person it’s not going to be the same but
although it wasn’t the same, we still built a very
positive relationship (interview transcript, p. 6).
One method Tory used to develop this relationship
was to plan time for Javier to share whatever he wanted
about his week with her. She explained,
We always tried to start each of our meetings by
just asking him how his week went and if there
was anything he wanted to share with us because
he really enjoyed what he did over the weekend
or what was coming up that he was excited about
(interview transcript, p. 7).
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Importantly, it was a reciprocal process as Tory also
shared moments from her own life with Javier so that it
was not just his responsibility to share personal details.
She explained,
I have a little one that’s 11 months old and there
was one point where I was trying to share something on my screen with [Javier]. The item didn’t
pop up but my screensaver was on with a picture
of my son. He asked me to go back [to the picture]
and asked ‘oh, who is that?’ So I explained to him
and then every meeting after that he would ask me
‘well, how is your son doing?’ I felt I was just giving
him the opportunity to talk about himself and get
to know us a little bit outside of being his teacher
(interview transcript, p. 7).
Tory was reflective about how digital technology can
aid or hinder children’s educational experiences. For
example, she stated her consideration for students’
access to technology and their home environments:
They might not have a device that they can, you
know, connect with us and or they may not have a
quiet area where they can work with us. There might
be a lot of distractions and stuff going on in the
background if they have a large family. So just different things like that just trying to navigate. How to
accommodate just all the different scenarios that
students might be in (interview transcript, p. 8).
Tory’s thoughts about digital technology may have
stemmed from her own experiences during virtual
tutoring. While her technological challenges were minimal, she did recount an issue when Javier inadvertently
minimized his screen:
We weren’t sure what was going on because he, you
could hear him. We couldn’t see him, but we could
hear him just saying that he didn’t know where his
teachers went. And we could hear him talking with
his mom. And so that was, that was kind of tough
because we didn’t know what happened, we didn’t
know his computer turned off or if he had minimized it. And so we were kind of unsure as to how
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to help them. So yeah, that was probably one of the
toughest moments. He ended up being able to help
him bring the meeting back (interview transcript,
p. 10).
Tory finally also described her experience during the
conference with Javier and his family.
The family conference went really well. Both mom
and dad were present, and our student actually was
there too. He wanted to be involved. So we kind of
let him lead it, that’s just kind of like the personality he had. So we just let him share different parts
of the experience and then we would just kind of
expand on it. We pointed out a lot of his accomplishments, and the good growth that he made.
And then we also made some additions to them
towards the end of it and ways that they could
continue helping him build on his comprehension
skills and some resources and stuff that they could
use (interview transcript, p. 9).
Ava’s Story
Personal Background
Ava, also Anglo-American, was working towards an Elementary Education certificate with a major in Special
Education. She reported having little experience with
teaching literacy but had hosted virtual music lessons
with elementary-aged children. She considered herself
having a high level of comfort with technology.
Virtual Tutoring Experiences
Ava admitted feeling some disappointment that she
was going to miss the opportunity to be with students
in-person. However, given the circumstances at that
time, she was not surprised at all by the idea of virtual
tutoring. She stated that her concerns were mainly
building a connection, reading body language in an
online environment, and maintaining her student’s
interest online. She referred to the interest survey
results and learned that her student had a wide variety
of reading preferences and literacy activities. Having
plenty to choose from, she described how she turned
to physical activities as her way of maintaining interest
and connecting with third-grade student Nina.
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So (my partner) and I used a lot of brain breaks
and physical movement for our student. So we
would do jumping jacks. We would play ‘Simon
Says’--that was her favorite. I mean, she got us to
do cartwheels, and that was very difficult for both
of us, but she had the best time doing it. So for
the sake of building connection, I did a cartwheel
(interview transcript, p. 4).

knowledge of what she had concerning the material
in the text. Then, during questions for comprehension as we were reading, stopping about midway
through the book or a couple pages in, or paragraph, depending on the length of it. And then,
the post reading comprehension questions after. So
story map, BDA, and Frayer Model were the three
most used ones (interview transcript, p. 7).

For Ava, such activity sent a message that it was okay
to be silly and that helped establish a relationship with
Nina. She recalled that it took a while before Nina
responded with more than one-word answers even
when they regularly asked her how she was doing and
what she did for the weekend. Ava left us with a note
of how the social-emotional aspects of learning within
virtual settings are important.

Ava had never experienced facilitating a conference
with families prior to the course. She remembered
feeling nervous and careful about how to communicate
information.

Our students are missing out on seeing people and
the development that happens with other people-it’s so important--the social emotional skills. I think
it would be really valuable for teachers to look for
more ways to connect with their students. And we
have to do it in a time efficient way. There are a lot
of ways you can do that, whether it’s just asking
them to share something about themselves or
maybe have assignments that apply to their personal
lives so they can have that opportunity to share and
learn at the same time (interview transcript, p. 11).
Another component of her teaching to promote interaction was the use of graphic organizers. Her lessons
included using a KWL chart to help Nina record the
information before, during, and after reading a specific
text. Her lesson also included the use of a Frayer Model
to help Nina differentiate fiction from non-fiction
texts. To add, she enumerated the other comprehension
supports they tried.
We used a story map a lot—what happened in the
beginning, what happened in the middle, what
happened in the end. We’d have specific questions
within those story maps to guide her responses…
We also used a BDA model, before, during, after,
with pre-reading questions, so activating prior

I have never done a parent teacher conference. So
that was definitely a little nerve-racking. We wanted
to make sure we connected with them, but also
made the information—we didn’t want to be technical. You can’t use jargon. You can’t start talking
about all these data points and spreadsheets... you
want to make it easy for them to understand, but
also not talk down about the information at all. So I
hope we were able to do that, and her parents were
very kind (interview transcript, p. 9).
Ava described her challenges in maintaining a good
pace with lessons (given that tutoring sessions were
short) and questioning her own ability to perform the
assessments correctly in a virtual environment. Finally,
she emphasized the need for teachers to consider
access to the internet or devices that students may or
may not have.

Demonstrations of Socially Just Literacy
Teaching in Virtual Spaces
Observing our PSTs navigate virtual tutoring experiences at the height of the pandemic last year led us
to the question, “What are undergraduate pre-service
teachers’ experiences in virtual tutoring that align with
socially just literacy teaching?” In this section, we used
Woods’ (2018) model of Socially Just Literacy Pedagogy to evaluate PSTs’ lived experiences as discussed
above across the dimensions of literacy pedagogy,
support for students’ well-being, and the development
of literate citizenship.
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Varying Knowledge and Skills in Literacy
Pedagogy Within Virtual Spaces
The findings above show PSTs’ comprehension instruction within virtual spaces. Such instruction was facilitated and implemented in different ways and in engaging
formats (e.g., Kerry’s interactive Jumanji game; Tory’s use
of multimodal texts). Having no exact formula for what
constitutes effective online literacy instruction, we considered the participants’ innovative approaches as explorations of both print-based and multimodal resources
for instruction (Price-Dennis & Carrion, 2017; Walsh,
2017) which exemplified their ways of rethinking literacy instruction (Woods, 2018). Providing students with
multiple ways for meaning making is important because
it increases points of access for students to learn content
and help reduce the digital divide (McLaughlin & Resta,
2020; Rowsell et al., 2017).
PSTs’ use of the interest survey was another literacy
instructional practice they found beneficial in virtual
tutoring. Used to inform instruction, it allowed PSTs
to design lessons that were engaging and student-centered which are part of a high-quality literacy pedagogy
(Woods, 2018). This practice reminds us of what Kunz
and Lapp (2020) said: “all children need skilled teachers
who can identify their strengths and needs and differentiate instruction accordingly” (p. 13). This is critical
given the inequitable access to education in virtual
settings (Harambam et al., 2013).

Literate Citizenship: Mindful
Communication
SJLT calls for the development of literate citizens that
is based upon teachers’ respectful relationships with
students and their families (Woods, 2018). One aspect
of this work involves a consideration for patterns of talk
and interaction that assume asset-based perspectives
rather than deficit mindsets (Souto-Manning et al.,
2018). We found some evidence of this practice from
our participants’ experiences (e.g., being mindful of how
families receive what teachers say; thoughtful communication during family conferences). Though PSTs felt nervous prior to the family conference, they respected them
as partners in their students’ education (Peralta, 2019).

Forms of Virtual Support for Student
Well-Being

Another aspect of literate citizenship is linking curriculum content to students’ lives and the community
(Villegas & Lucas, 2002; Woods, 2018). This approach
disrupts a narrowing of the curriculum which tends
to focus on basic skills (Tierney, 2009) and instead it
orients students to community-engaged literacies and
civic engagement (Watson et al., 2020). Unfortunately,
this type of instruction was not evident from our
PSTs’ experiences. We speculate that since the topic on
critical literacies and social action projects were offered
on the 13th week of the semester (i.e., virtual tutoring
was ending), PSTs most likely did not have the time to
integrate such activities into their lessons.

Evident in our PSTs’ narratives is their support for the
well-being of their students. These forms of support
included providing brain breaks, using physical movement, asking students about their day, and considering

Our findings also revealed other elements from our
PSTs’ virtual teaching experiences which did not neatly

We found PSTs’ pedagogical practices as discussed
above demonstrative of Fraser’s (2003) idea of recognition where students’ personal backgrounds are made
visible in the curriculum if teachers use what they know
about students to design instruction (Villegas & Lucas,
2002). This also demonstrates Fraser’s notion of representation, since students are positioned to have a voice
in their learning.
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students’ home environments and social-emotional
needs. These teacher moves reflect a consideration for
students’ contexts (i.e., the virtual learning environment and greater societal conditions caused by the pandemic) and a reimagination of virtual teaching that is
more socially just. This is based on the assumption that
equitable access to learning includes showing empathy
for how students engage within virtual spaces (Smith
et al., 2020). These actions are also rooted in Fraser’s
(2003) notion of recognition where students’ learning
needs are addressed and a sense of classroom belongingness is nurtured (Comber & Woods, 2018).

Other Elements
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fall into any of the three dimensions of Woods’ (2018)
model. For example, the PSTs reported that they felt
intimidated, challenged, or disappointed by the idea
of virtual tutoring. This affective dimension, whether
coming from the teacher’s or student’s side, should be
addressed because affect could act as a filter that mediates practice (Cochran-Smith, 2010; Zimmerman et al.,
2019). Furthermore, PSTs reported technology issues
(e.g., Jeremy’s audio, Javier’s minimized screen), which
also mediate students’ access to learning. While Woods’
(2018) model was grounded on in-person contexts,
these other elements that mediate socially just teaching
need to also be considered.

Conclusions
As we reflect on the outcome of our research, we conclude that Woods’ (2018) model enabled us to examine
PSTs’ virtual teaching experiences from the perspective
of SJLT. Having a framework is important to help us
label literacy teaching approaches and scaffold us to
advance our practice in SJLT. However, we also unraveled other elements that need to be considered and
added into the model to guide PSTs and beginning
practitioners into their journey towards SJLT. Finally,
since our research is limited in scope, we acknowledge
that much work remains in terms of exploring literacy
teaching approaches within virtual spaces that promote
socially just literacy teaching principles.

Implications for Practice
We end our inquiry by listing some of the practices
described in our findings. We encourage exploration of
these practices within the individual contexts of teacher
educators, PSTs, and other practitioners committed to
promoting SJLT in virtual spaces.
1. Capitalize on literacy assessments that survey students’ strengths and interests to inform instruction.
2. Provide students with multiple ways for meaning
making through the use of multimodal texts and
digital literacy activities.
3. Create engagement within virtual spaces through
student interest-based lessons and interactive
games.
4. Support students’ well-being through activities

that allow students to be themselves (e.g., breaks,
physical movement, conversations, games).
5. Connect lessons with students’ lives outside the
classroom and into their communities.
6. Build a respectful relationship with students and
families through thoughtful communication and
seeing them as partners in education.
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The Stance, the Text, and the Talk: Three
Components for Critical Race-Oriented
Interactive Read Alouds
by Rebecca Witte
Usually, an article like this will start out describing
a literacy scenario, a scene of a teacher reading with
a book outstretched and students sitting on the rug
listening intently. The article would then capture a
snippet of dialogue coming from a well-timed turnand-talk demonstrating deep thinking surrounding a
critical race-related topic. In this case, however, this
article does not start out with a descriptive scene or
dialogue from my own classroom, because I rarely
pulled off such a scenario. Partly because I didn’t know
how. While I would often use carefully-selected multicultural texts and my (burgeoning) critical racial stance
to introduce topics, my lack of tools for facilitating
student talk left my students without an opportunity
to wrestle with issues found in those texts. Plagued
by fear, I worried that I was simultaneously not doing
enough to address race and that I would upset parents
and administrators by delving into race-related topics
(cf, Rogers, 2018). As a result, my teaching around
topics of race was anemic.
I would argue, though, that critical racial literacy,
a combination of critical and racial literacies, is
needed now more than ever. The murders of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd in the summer of
2020 and the subsequent protests that followed have
caused some educators to reexamine their practices
to be more intentional in their treatment of race
in the classroom. But, maybe some of you feel like
me—you have a desire to incorporate race-related
issues but lack the understanding of how to start.
Or, like me, the worry about pushback or worry
about watered down or ineffective efforts have kept
you from teaching to your full potential. Luckily,
there are proven literacy strategies that allow for the
infusion of critical racial literacy while also increasing literacy skills.

East
Lansing•

Rebecca Witte
One “way in” for literacy educators is through coupling literacy methods with critical stance-taking (May,
Bingham, & Pendergast, 2014). For example, interactive read alouds serve as a flexible strategy that allows
for combination of text and corresponding discussion.
Merging a critical race stance, a carefully-selected text,
and talk within an interactive read aloud creates a powerful learning tool that is accessible for most teachers.
In Figure 1, I use a 3-circle Venn diagram to show how
these 3 factors can work together creating an overlapping middle, an area for the most potential learning
and growth.

Figure 1. The Center of it All: The Convergence of
the Stance, the Text, and the Talk
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Before moving on, though, I enter this article with
caution, knowing that as a white woman I have much
more work to do in interrogating racial power and privilege in my personal life and in my teaching. The fact
that I taught in mostly all-white settings, where I rarely
brought up conversations of race, reflects the overarching structure of racism in society (Leonardo, 2017).
As I write this, I admit I learn and grow along with the
reader. I continue to learn how to have careful, deliberate, and ongoing conversations of race within my own
(college-level) classrooms. Due to the need for reflexivity, there is a section after each component called
“Make it Personal” with resources that have helped me
to interrogate my own positionality and complicity in
oppression in my personal life and in my teaching.

3 Individual Components: The Stance,
The Text, and The Talk
The Stance
Critical stance-taking describes a general orientation or
approach to literacy teaching that can be used to examine power structures in regards to gender, race, religion,
sexuality, immigration, and other important topics that
affect classroom life. While each of these are urgent and
vital topics to address, for the sake of this article I specifically take a “critical stance” in regards to discussions
of race in the classroom, particularly for white educators and/or predominately white classroom settings. In
order to explain what I mean by a critical stance more
thoroughly, I will define what “critical” means, then
layer on a brief explanation of “critical literacy” and
then “critical racial literacy.”
To begin, in many contexts, “critical” means to examine something closely. For our purposes, Muhammad
(2020) suggests distinguishing between lower “c”
critical and uppercase “C” critical, the former being to
think deeply about a topic and the latter being specifically tied to understanding power and oppression. Both
types of criticality have merit, but it is the uppercase
“C” that asks us to examine power and oppression
and to disrupt oppressive structures and systems. Even
if you don’t teach Black, Brown, or Indigenous students, teaching capital “C” criticality is vital. In fact,
as Muhammad (2020) notes, “Perhaps the people
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who need criticality the most become those who share
identities with the greatest oppressors of the world” (p.
122). In other words, white students especially need
criticality. As those who hold race privilege in society,
developing a habit to interrogate systems of power is of
utmost importance.
Next, Luke (2000) describes “critical literacy” as reading between and around the text to examine multiple
aspects of power. Vasquez, Janks, and Comber (2019)
add on this understanding to describe critical literacy as
a “way of being and doing” (p. 300). They explain that
critical literacy should be viewed as a lens for approaching teaching as a whole. Having a critical stance also
means embracing the transformative power of literacy
(Vasquez et al., 2019; Rogers, 2018).
Finally, a “critical racial stance” means examining
the world through a race lens specifically. It involves
examining power structures in society regards to race.
For predominately white classrooms, this means delving
into what it means to be white, challenging students
to take on new perspectives outside their own lived
experiences and learning to critique systems to create
change (Adu-Gyamfi, Zapata, & Reid, 2021). A critical
racial stance would emphasize that racism is both individual and collective, as well as structural and socially
constructed. Since racism is structural, it broadly affects
all systems in society, which is why a dialogue around
power and oppression within specific texts is essential
(Muhammad, 2020). Simultaneously, having a critical
racial stance calls attention to the importance of understanding one’s positionality in society, which is especially important for people who are white. Due to the
hidden nature of whiteness, teaching about race must
be explicit in order to disrupt the status quo. Taking
that into consideration, a critical racial stance not only
acknowledges the existence of racism, but also propels
us into commitment and action toward racial justice
(Love, 2019).
It is imperative to note that developing a critical racial
stance takes time and energy, both personally and professionally. And if you are white, like me, it involves
intentional personal introspection into our racialized
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identities. A journey toward developing a critical racial
stance is not linear. It will, most likely, take time,
energy, and practice. To complicate things, in today’s
current climate of entrenchment in political parties,
wariness towards anything outside of one’s (white)
normative upbringing, and the gross misunderstandings surrounding critical race theory, any discussions
of race can be met with hostility. These potential roadblocks may present uncertainty and fear, but awareness
may help teachers to navigate these much-needed
conversations.
Taking a critical racial stance is not easily described in
terms of singular action steps. In many cases, it is going
to look different in different contexts. More awareness
and intentionality surrounding a critical racial stance
will increase the middle on the Venn diagram, allowing
more potential space to overlap and create possibilities
for growth.
Make it Personal! Educate yourself by reading books
related to antiracist teaching, such as Ijeoma Oluo’s

(2019) book, So You Want to Talk about Race or Bettina
Love’s (2019) We Want to Do More than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom.
Similarly, Gholdy Muhammad’s (2020), Cultivating
Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy and Matthew Kay’s (2018) Not
Light, but Fire: How to Lead Meaningful Race Conversations in the Classroom provide a practioner perspective
on critical racial literacy to help shape your stance.
Table 1 gives a list of other books, websites, and social
media resources to raise teachers’ awareness of race,
both personally and in educational contexts.
The Text
As educators, we understand the potential power of
texts. We reach for our favorite texts for their illustrations, rhyme-scheme, or rich dialogue as we mentor
students in their own reading and writing. We value
texts for their potential to introduce new perspectives
and springboard conversations. Reading a text aloud
in conjunction with discussion is termed an interactive read aloud. Interactive read alouds are a teaching

Table 1
Additional Resources for Developing a Critical Racial Stance
1. I’m Still Here: Black Dignity in a World Made for Whiteness by Austin Channing Brown
2. Black Lives Matter at School: resources, curriculum, and 13 guiding principles for supporting Black and
Brown students in the classroom: https://www.blacklivesmatteratschool.com/resources.html
3. Teaching While White: especially helpful for white teachers who want to learn more about how, “whiteness intersects with antiracist teaching and learning.” https://www.teachingwhilewhite.org/
4. Learning for Justice: resources, including a list of anti-bias standards are particularly helpful when planning lessons: https://www.learningforjustice.org/
5. Rethinking Schools: a publisher of social justice-oriented educational publisher since 1986: https://rethinkingschools.org/
6. The Zinn Project: a wealth of resources to use in the classroom and also work toward advocacy on social
justice and race-related issues: https://www.zinnedproject.org/
7. Teaching on Days After: Dialogue and Resources for Educating Toward Justice: follow this group on
Facebook for dialogue and resources.
8. Instagram accounts to follow: decentertheteacher, antiracisteducationnow, #abolitionistteachingnetworks,
teaching_while_white
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strategy in which the teacher reads aloud from a text
allowing intentional time to process ideas, discuss,
and make connections (Fountas & Pinnell, 2015). For
many teachers, this time builds a community of readers
and thinkers. And, for some teachers, interactive read
aloud time offers a departure from the assigned reading
basals, as well as opportunities to discuss texts without
the confines of mandated curriculum.

mind, developing a critical racial stance alongside text
selection may help reduce the tendency to select texts
that oversimplify race or address race or racism in
problematic ways (Rodriguez & Vickery, 2021). Critically evaluating representation of race in a text means
reading and examining the text though a lens of power,
inequity, and oppression. It involves questioning and
“reading between the lines” (Luke, 2000).

Text selection remains one of the crucial elements of an
interactive read aloud. Text complexity, text features,
and interdisciplinary themes offer various learning
opportunities for students. Choosing appropriate books
to scaffold students’ abilities is an essential factor to
learning. We know from scholars like Sims-Bishop
(1990) that books offer a way of being mirrors, windows, or sliding glass doors. Put another way, books
can be a mirror to reflect the experiences of those in the
text with the reader. They can be a window opening
up perspectives to learn about others. But books can
also serve as a sliding glass door in that they can cause
a change in perspective and serve as a critical reflection
(Thorton, 2018). Selective text choices allow students to
draw personal connections to the text in culturally relevant ways (May et al., 2014; Peterson & Chamberlain,
2015). A well-chosen text can spark discussion or offer
an opportunity to empathize with characters outside of
lived experiences. In many cases, multicultural texts can
shed light on underrepresented viewpoints or provide
alternative perspectives. In addition to these considerations, research has shown that purposeful texts allow
for the extension of students’ understanding of topics of
social justice and race (Adu-Gyamfi et al., 2021; Labadie, Wetzel, & Rogers, 2012; Rogers & Mosley, 2006).

Make it Personal! If you find that your favorite,
“tried and true” texts emphasize predominantly white
perspectives, consider texts that offer the same literacy benefit while also prioritizing the perspectives of
authors or characters of color. Look to award lists like
Coretta Scott King Award (https://www.ala.org/rt/
emiert/cskbookawards) or peruse the resources in Table
2. #weneeddiversebooks or the www.colorsofus.com
are examples of places on social media and the web to
find diverse texts. You might consider setting a goal to
replace one book per literacy unit or marking period.
Lastly, read widely yourself. The more you read texts
that represent racial perspectives that are different from
your own, the more comfortable you will be using
them in the classroom.

On the other hand, teachers need to be careful when
selecting multicultural literature. In their research,
Rodriquez and Vickery (2021) note that selecting texts
without criticality can instill stereotypes. Additionally,
they note that just because a book represents a “diverse”
perspective, doesn’t mean it is authentic to the lived
experiences of people of color or is used to uplift marginalized voices. Teachers need to go beyond the surface
level of the text to determine whether a text interrupts
or reinforces dangerous stereotypes. Keeping this in
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The Talk
Dialogue plays an essential role in interactive read
alouds. The benefits of classroom discussion are wellcited (Nystrand, 2006; Wilkinson & Son, 2011), and
within an interactive read aloud, dialogue is pivotal to
the development of literacy skills and social awareness
(Lobron & Selman, 2007). Through discussion of texts,
students are able to pose questions and rethink positions (Laman, 2006). Due to the role of conversation as
a meaning-making process, students were more able to
recognize injustices (Kemmerlin, 2020), recognize race/
whiteness (Rogers & Mosley, 2006), and build awareness around social issues and consider the perspectives
of others (Peterson & Chamberlain, 2015).
Kay (2019) offers considerations for facilitating discussions about race in the classroom. He asks teachers to
reconsider “one-off” conversations about race or any
conversation that is meant for shock value. Instead,
he advocates for conversations of race throughout the
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Table 2
Resources for selecting high-quality literature
1. Social Justice Books: This website’s mission is the promotion of multicultural and social justice children’s
books for teachers and parents: https://socialjusticebooks.org/
2. We Are Teachers: https://www.weareteachers.com/books-about-social-justice/
3. We Need Diverse Books: a blog, programs, resources, and book lists that focus on reflecting and honoring
the lives of young people: https://diversebooks.org/
4. Lee & Low Books: publishing house dedicated to publishing multicultural books for every child: https://
www.leeandlow.com/
5. The Conscious Kid: an education, research and policy organization: https://www.theconsciouskid.org/
6. The Coretta Scott King Book Award List: https://www.ala.org/rt/emiert/cskbookawards
7. #ownvoices or #weneeddiversebooks: useful hashtags to find books written from historically marginalized
or underrepresented viewpoints.
8. We Are Lit: a local Black-owned bookstore in Grand Rapids, Michigan: https://wearelitgr.com.

year to take time to build relationships with students.
Regular interactive read alouds that explore race and
racism would allow for consistent and careful integration, rather than a one-time event.
The talk can happen in a variety of ways from scaffolded Accountable Talk (Alexander, 2010; Michaels,
O’Conner, Hall, & Resnick, 2010), to an organized
discussion using a template (Kesler, Mills, & Reilly,
2020), to a turn and talk or stop and jot. Accountable Talk describes a comprehensive approach used
to structure rigorous discussion in the classroom.
Although there is more to be said about the benefits
of Accountable Talk, for this article, the talking stems
alone are powerful tools to aid in class discussion. By
using strategies like talking stems, teachers model “talk
moves” that aid in advancing productive conversation.
For instance, “Can you build on X’s thinking?” Students are taught to expand, agree, disagree, and connect
to classmates’ thoughts and ideas. These thinking stems
may help helpful in discussing race-related concepts
like bias and stereotyping.
Kesler et al., (2020) suggest using a planning template

to prepare for discussion. The template serves as a
lesson plan of sorts. Within the template are places to
highlight the purpose of the text, key vocabulary, places
to stop within the text, and discussion structures or
possible prompt. This planning tool may be especially
helpful to teachers who are new or nervous about facilitating a race-related discussion.
For those who prefer something less structured, a
simple prompt like, “What is going on here?” (Labadie et al., 2012) can open up a line of dialogue with
students. Or, Rogers & Mosely (2006) use critical
literacy prompts to draw students’ attention to the text.
For instance, “What surprised you about the book?”
or “Who is in charge or has the power in the book?
How do you do know?” (p. 494). (See Appendix C).
Another discussion possibility is to think about how
specific characters in the text align with the roles of
allies, bystanders, targets, and perpetrators (Christianson, 2004; Laman, 2006). Research also suggests that
following the students’ lead and allowing their authentic contributions and connections to guide discussion
makes the interactive read aloud real and relevant
(Peterson & Chamberlain, 2015).
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In the end, each participation structure provides an
avenue for students to demonstrate their critical ways of
thinking about a topic. In the section below, called Putting it all Together, I apply various techniques to pose
questions about specific poems from Can I Touch Your
Hair?: A Conversation (Latham & Waters, 2019).
Make it Personal! One of the contours of whiteness is a
reluctance for white people to see, much less talk about,
race (Leonardo, 2017). Entering and facilitating discussion of race will be easier if you are have had some experience engaging in critical discussions about race and
racism yourself. Many white teachers try to find critical
friends, other teachers or staff members in their buildings, or even online forums for opportunities to discuss
texts and share ideas that explore race and racism.

Putting it All Together
As a way to illustrate the strategy of merging the stance,
the text, and the talk, I apply the strategies I have
described to planning for an interactive read aloud
focused on the book Can I Touch your Hair?: A Conversation (Latham & Waters, 2019).
1. Select a Text: Can I Touch Your Hair?: A Conversation by Irene Latham and Charles Waters (2019)
is written as a series of poems creating a narrative
that explores the thoughts and feelings of two
classmates, a Black boy and a white girl. In many
poems, their perspectives are juxtaposed within the
same topic or theme. This book is natural fit for
students in grades 3-6, as it leans into issues associated with this age group like self-identity, family
life, and friendships, while also exploring issues of
race and racial identity. From a teacher perspective,
this text offers flexibility to focus on one particular
poem or look at the poems as a collective story. In
regards to critical racial literacy, the book opens up
opportunities for perspective-taking along racial
lines, questioning assumptions and stereotypes,
and “reading between the lines” (Luke, 2000).
Additionally, for white students, the text allows for
reflexivity in the character of Irene and getting to
know a new perspective in Charles.
2. Pick a Discussion Strategy: This is largely based
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on teaching style and the goals for the lesson. Here
are some suggestions mentioned:
• Accountable Talk (Alexander, 2010; Michaels et al., 2010). Pose a question and invite
students to use sentence stems to extend the
conversation. For instance, when the white
character, Irene, learns about the history of
white oppression, she writes a note of apology
to a classmate. Ask the class, “Is that enough?
What could she have done differently?” Invite
students to agree, disagree or build on one
another’s thoughts and ideas.
• Prompts. You can design text-specific questions or ask broader questions like, “What
is happening in this poem?” “Who holds the
power in the story? How do you know?” (Rogers and Mosley, 2006). Or, “What mistakes
were made?”
• Perspective-Taking. Ask, “Why would each
character have a different perspective on the
same situation? What are some things that
the characters learned about each other? How
did each character grow? What mistakes were
made?”
3. Identify stopping points to address key concepts
and pose questions: See Table 3 for possibilities.

Learning Between Two Factors
is Not Enough
The Text and the Stance
As the vignette (or lack thereof ) at the beginning
suggests, the intersection of the text and critical racial
literacy stance provides exposure to literature, but lacks
opportunities for students to achieve deep understanding and connections. Reading books centering race may
be better than nothing, but it loses its value without the
rich discussion that the talk provides. Without the discussion, the text and subsequent learning could come
off as neutral, thus running the risk of perpetuating
whiteness (Leonardo, 2017).
The Talk and the Stance
A thought-provoking discussion centered around racial
justice issues can happen at any grade level. Making
connections to current events and personal experience
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Table 3
Possible Poems, Concepts, and Questions to address in Can I Touch your Hair? (Latham & Waters,
2019)
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may extend students’ knowledge of issues and topics.
That said, it is the addition of the text that provides
an infusion of literacy skills like vocabulary, prior
knowledge, and comprehension that amplifies literacy
learning potential.
The Talk and the Text
When used in combination, the talk and text together
create powerful learning opportunities. The discussion
around texts with interactive read alouds is already
highly researched (Barrentine, 1996; Hoffman, 2011).
One of the noted benefits of an interactive read aloud is
the scaffolding of learning that takes place in conjunction with text. Because of this, infusing themes of racial
literacy into an already powerful approach enhances
students’ ability to empathize, and discern issues with
the help of the text and teacher.
The three circle diagram in Figure 1 is a powerful visual
that helps to orient why the talk, the text, and the
stance are equally important. A critical race-oriented
interactive read aloud centers all three equally important components: the careful selection of a text, the
dialogue guided by the teacher, and the critical racial
stance. Incorporating these three factors in the literacy
classroom can offer a range of possibilities.
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Closing Thoughts
As I noted at the beginning, I regret missing opportunities to have critical racial conversations in my
classroom. Through subsequent learning and critical
stance-taking, I have become more intentional about
addressing race and racism in my own teaching, but I
still admit that I have much more to learn. Through
this process, it is important for teachers to be kind to
themselves, because we will not get it right all the time.
As Tisby (2021) quotes, “Perfection on race is not a
requirement for progress, but honesty is” (p. 100). I
would encourage white teachers to keep learning about
how both privilege and oppression affects them, both
personally and professionally, and then find ways to
incorporate topics of race and injustice into their literacy instruction.
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Writing as a Vessel for Thinking:
Incorporating Self-Regulation,
Metacognition, and Formative Assessment
in the Middle School ELA Classroom
by Alyssha Ginzel
Writing is synonymous with thinking. As secondary
ELA teachers, we know that thinking helps us promote
personal growth, develop social networks, enrich democratic societies, and engage in aesthetic experiences
(National Council of Teachers of English, 2016). Put
simply, writing is not only a means of demonstrating
what one knows, it is a vessel to knowing. It is therefore
important that students are able to think deeply, critically, and analytically in their writing.

The Nature of Writing
Early models of writing characterized the act of writing
as linear and somewhat simplistic (Harris et al., 2011).
However, the act of writing is far from simple. An effective writer must manage an array of processes and skills,
including a control of grammar and mechanics, organization, form, and purpose, a consideration of audience, and
an overall evaluation of success within each of these categories toward the goals of the writing piece (Harris et al.,
2011). Effective instruction of developing writers must
take into account the demands of writing in general, but
also the myriad of cognitive demands each of the facets
of writing present adolescent writers. To support writing
as a vessel to knowing, there are three important components of the writing process secondary ELA teachers need
to include in their instruction, namely self-regulation,
metacognition, and formative assessment.

Self-Regulation
When writing, we navigate, sometimes circuitously,
through the stages of planning, translating, and revising
(Harris et. al, 2011). Each of the stages of the writing process comes with different cognitive demands.
Self-regulation is one way to help students notice and
manage those cognitive demands. According to Schunk
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and Zimmerman (2011), self-regulated learning refers
to the “processes whereby learners personally activate
and sustain cognitions, affects, and behaviors that are
systematically oriented toward the attainment of personal goals” (p. 1). As secondary ELA teachers, we can
help students self-regulate through the writing process
by embedding opportunities for students to set goals
and to self-assess their progress.

Metacognition
Metacognitive models of learning pair perfectly with
self-regulated instruction. Put simply, metacognition
happens when people think about their thinking.
When writing, that means we are conscious of what
we are saying, how we are saying it, how it might be
perceived, how readers might misperceive what we are
saying, and what we can do to mitigate readers’ confusion, among other things. Cer (2019) found that
metacognitive strategies helped students engage in
regulation of cognition when writing, while also positively contributing to their self-efficacy. Thus, teachers
can help students become metacognitive thinkers by
demonstrating thought patterns in think-alouds and
reinforcing those thought patterns through peer collaboration and individual reflection.
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Formative Assessment
Formative assessments are assessments that use evidence from student learning to shape, modify, or adapt
instruction to meet student needs (Black & Wiliam,
1998). When formative assessment is practiced successfully, students are invited into the assessment process
and are able to reflect on their learning, taking ownership of their progress. Formative assessment is a constant form of reflection that students undergo as a way
to notice and adjust their approaches, thereby granting
the student more autonomy while also helping them
to close gaps in their thinking and/or writing progress.
The benefits of formative assessment practices on student thinking and writing are numerous (Chappuis et
al., 2012). These benefits include using the information
gained from formative assessments to pinpoint specific
problems so that teachers and their students can act
based on the formative assessment results.

Self-Regulation, Metacognition, Formative
Assessment, and the Writing Process
For secondary ELA teachers, one way to think about
mentoring adolescents through the writing process is to
consider this process as a set of stages, in which self-regulation, metacognition, and formative assessment are
embedded. These stages can be linear or recursive,
depending on adolescents’ needs and writing goals.

Stage One: Forethought
In the forethought stage of writing, writers develop
goals and create strategic plans for task completion and
content conveyance (Zimmerman & Moylan, 2009).
In this stage, it is important that writers visualize the
outcomes of their actions (Bandura, 2018). Clearly
defined learning objectives give students standards for
monitoring tasks and elevate achievement (Winne,
2011). By visualizing these goals and the moves necessary to achieve them, students free up cognitive space,
which can then be devoted to the content and ideas of
their writing. Over time, these metacognitive thinking functions become engrained and reflexive (Fox &
Riconscente, 2008).
In this stage, teachers help students plan for different
components of writing (i.e., purpose, ideas, conventions, audience, style, organization) before students
begin writing. Doing this helps students consider
the different aspects they can focus on while writing,
while also helping them begin self-monitoring and
assessing their thinking and overall writing progress.
To support my students, I share a handout (typed in
Figure 1 and available as a poster from <https://bit.ly/
Ginzel-Poster>) that helps students consider each of the
components of their writing.

Figure 1. Elements of Writing (NOTE: A PDF of the original poster is available at: https://bit.ly/Ginzel-Poster)
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One specific way I have implemented these prompts
(Figure 1) into a narrative writing unit with my eighthgrade students has been to focus on individual elements of
effective writing. Before brainstorming or drafting, I ask
my students, “What are some qualities of effective narrative writing?” and then I ask them to respond on a Google

Jamboard. Generally, the responses are all over the place,
but the fact that they have access to their peers’ responses
allows students to consider aspects of writing they might
not have considered alone. From there, we group their
responses into different categories (e.g., “grammar, ideas,
description”), as shown in Figures 2 & 3.

Figure 2. Effective Narrative Writing Jamboard #1

Figure 3. Effective Narrative Writing Jamboard #2
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In the beginning stages of drafting, we think about
individual aspects of writing (e.g., organization).
Within the category of organization in narratives, we
discuss pacing and sequencing. To support students’
learning, I show two clips from the Disney/Pixar movie
Up!, one, the iconic montage of Carl and Ellie, and
the other, the scene when Carl and Ellie first meet as
children. First, we analyze the elements of the film, and
then I ask the students to extend their thinking to the
context of their own narratives (Figure 4).

This shows questions and responses from two students:
one as they thought through the pacing and organization of events in their narrative about the day their dog
died, and the other who recounted a moment of personal
growth in middle school. The purpose of this activity is
to help students set goals for their writing before beginning the process of transposing, while also helping students realize that authors make choices that affect their
stories, and how readers perceive their stories. Overall,
I have found that this type of activity helps students to

Figure 4. Student Example—Pacing in Narratives (NOTE: The student’s original word choice, spelling,
capitalization and punctuation have been retained in this version.)
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understand why they are writing, while also helping them
monitor to what extent their writing is effective and
meaningful, a form of self-regulation and metacognition.
Later, as students move into the performance stage of
writing, teachers can ask them to reflect on each of the
categories of their writing, again engaging students in

metacognitive thinking. For example, the following
questions can be used as an entrance or exit slip, or
discussed in a “pair and share” with a partner.
1. What was my original goal?
2. Where am I at currently?
3. What do I still need to do to reach my goal?

Figure 5. Student-Created Rubric (NOTE: The student’s original word choice, spelling, capitalization and
punctuation have been retained in this version.)
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Another helpful activity for students as they consider
the elements of writing and their goals for their writing piece is to have students examine “effective” versus
“ineffective” example essays. For example, before starting an argumentative writing unit, I have my students
look at two essays and then create a “rubric” where they
outline what they notice about each essay’s content/
ideas, structure, and style/formatting for each paragraph of the essay (Figure 5).
This prompts students to actively consider the elements
of writing and, later, to consider and name their own
writing goals.
Stage Two: Performance
In the performance stage of writing, adolescent writers
engage in the act of translating ideas into written words
(Zimmerman & Moylan, 2009). Because writing is
such a complex task, tracking one’s performance across
tasks can sometimes produce cognitive overload for
developing writers (Zimmerman & Moylan, 2009). To
address and remedy this cognitive overload, self-observation strategies help adolescent writers become more
aware of their progress through tasks (Zimmerman &
Moylan, 2009).

Self

As outlined by Bandura (2018), such self-regulation
strategies can be categorized to include environmental, intrapersonal, or behavioral elements. To support
students, I print questions (Figure 6) and have my
students glue them in their writer’s notebooks, and I
also copy/paste them into a Google Doc where students
compose their drafts.
If I notice students are off task during writing time,
or that they seem overwhelmed or stuck, I ask them,
“What strategies/questions have you tried?” Usually,
there is an, “Oh, yeah!” moment before they review
the handout and try a strategy and self-redirect. These
self-observation questions/strategies grant adolescent
writers the agency and autonomy to inform and shape
their learning and development as a writer.
After freeing up some of the cognitive load that can
challenge the writing process, teachers can directly
address and improve student writing and thinking
through formative assessment and feedback (Schunk
& DiBenedetto, 2020). This can be done by offering
verbal feedback via conferences or written feedback on
student drafts. However, even with written feedback,
students often do not revise their writing, or they may

Self

Internal

External

Can I visualize
my next steps?

Would I benefit from thinking
aloud with a partner?

Can I pinpoint my
area of confusion?

Am I using all the
available resources?

If I am stuck, where am I at
currently and where am I
trying to go?

Have I outlined all
my possible ideas?

Environment
Can a friend answer
my question?
Is there a model text
I can reference?
Is the answer to my question on
one of my other resources?
Can I find my answer
on the internet?
Could I focus better if I moved
to a different spot in the room?

Do I need a quick
break to refocus?

Figure 6. Self-Regulation Reminders
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otherwise harbor misconceptions about the distinction
between revising and editing (Sachar, 2020). Feeling
overwhelmed or frustrated with teacher feedback,
students can fail to implement meaningful changes
to their drafts (Lee, 2011). Why? The type of teacher
feedback matters.
Researchers have found that students were more likely
to revise their writing when they received localized
feedback, but were less likely to revise if the feedback
was excessive (Sachar, 2020). Furthermore, generalized
feedback (e.g., “Good job!”) lacks specificity to extend
students’ understanding of their thinking and writing.
During drafting, feedback that focuses on content and
ideas—instead of surface-level features (e.g., spelling,
punctuation)—has been shown to be most effective
(Beach & Friedrich, 2006). Feedback should provide
specific commentary on ideas and construction so
that students come to understand writing as a process
through which they grapple with complex ideas and
come to deeper understandings (Sachar, 2020).
Equally important is when students receive feedback
(Frey & Fisher, 2013). If teachers wait to provide
students with summative feedback on writing, they
will not notice changes in student performance because
there is no opportunity for students to revisit and revise
work (Frey & Fisher, 2013). Based on these authors’
work, below are some examples of formative feedback
I use with my middle school writers in conferences and
on drafts during and after writing:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Your writing (ideas, conventions, presentation)
[here] is strong because…
Your writing [here] could be improved by…
Can you explain why this narrative is meaningful
to you?
What do you want readers to know or walk away
with?
How do you think that is coming through in your
writing so far?
Can we add or take away anything here?
If someone disagreed with your argument, what
would they say? How could you address that here?
Can you explain why you made [this]choice?

•
•

What are your next moves?
Where are you going and why?

Measuring student needs through formative assessments and shifting instruction so that it is responsive
to those needs can produce drastic improvements in
student writing. Together, self-monitoring strategies
and constructive feedback processes help students regulate thinking in productive ways and benefit students’
writing overall (Madison et al., 2019).
Stage Three: Self-Reflection
In this stage of writing, students engage in self-reflection. Reflection can happen during and/or after the
writing process (Bandura, 2018), and students should
use self-reflection for revision of content and writing
mechanics (Harris et al., 2011). However, adolescent
writers often feel that their first and only life-preserver
when they confront an obstacle is their teacher. It is
important for students to realize that they have access
to—and can implement—other resources, which creates autonomy and furthers their development as writers. To support my students’ autonomy, I encourage my
students again to ask and answer internal and external
questions (Figure 6).
In addition to teacher feedback, peer feedback is essential in helping students self-reflect on their thinking
and writing. Students can share their drafts with peers
and practice utilizing purposeful conversation stems.
Not only does this help adolescents obtain feedback on
their own drafts, it also helps them extend their thinking into the context of their peers’ unfamiliar writing
pieces. To support peer feedback, I share sentence stems
(Figure 7) with my middle school students and expect
that they will use these to self-reflect, while also giving
and receiving purposeful and targeted feedback.
Teachers can also ask students to leave feedback questions on their drafts. Doing this helps students think
metacognitively about the areas in which they might
still need to grow, and it helps teachers provide students
with meaningful feedback. Below are some examples
of prompts my middle school writers have used when
requesting teacher feedback.
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Figure 7. Peer Collaboration Writing Discussion Stems
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I am unsure if [this section] adds to my purpose.
Could you give me your thoughts?
Does my evidence (or word choice, organization,
etc.) contribute to my ideas?
Can you clarify my punctuation here?
Can you help me with my in-text citation formatting?
I am wondering if my dialogue is properly formatted and seems “real?”
Could I organize this section/paragraph differently?
Can you tell me what I did well overall?
Can you tell me how I have improved since our
last writing task?
Can you tell me what I can focus on for our next
writing piece?

Moreover, teachers should also provide examples of less
helpful feedback requests for students, so they know
what not to do, such as:

•
•
•
•
•

“Is it good?”
“What do I need to do?”
“Did I get an A?”
“Can you spell/grammar check for me?”
“Do I have enough dialogue/figurative language/
in-text citations?”

Although I give students examples of thoughtful
feedback questions, I have found that they generally
begin to ask their own questions after some direction.
I have been amazed at the depth of students’ thinking
about their own writing; in turn, I have found that the
feedback I give is much more specific and meaningful
as a result. Figure 8 shows examples of one student’s
feedback questions, as well as my responses, on an
informational essay about mental disorders.

Closing
Many secondary ELA teachers have felt the frustration
of teaching writing. This complicated process seems
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Figure 8. Feedback Questions—Student Example

impossible to deconstruct, and in our attempt to make
it make sense to our students, we can find ourselves
ricocheting between order and chaos. In the realm of
order, we over-emphasize outlines and rubrics to the
point that the structure is stifling and permits little
creativity, discovery, or critical thought. In the realm of
chaos, we over-emphasize open-ended prompts, writer’s
workshops, and choice to the point that our students
struggle to grapple with our lofty, though well-meaning,
ideals.
What is important, and what we want our students to
achieve through their writing, is the ability to think
critically, grapple with ideas, and articulate complex
thinking in cohesive ways. This can be achieved when
ELA teachers actively integrate self-regulation, metacognition, and formative assessment in their writing
instruction and assessment. When modeled and implemented in ways that empower students, adolescents’
writing quality can improve.
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Free to Read: Growing Elementary
Students’ Literacy in the Summer
by Allison Nieboer
“It was helpful learning new ways to get reading into
our children’s lives.”
—Free To Read program participant
For many students and families, summer months
provide a break from the rigor of school. At the
same time, these months are a prime opportunity to
support learners’ continued reading growth, as seen
through the implementation of summer reading programs (e.g., Allington et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2016;
White et al., 2014). With intentional programming,
teachers and community partners can propel student
reading momentum into and through the summer
months.
One such program is “Free to Read,” which I designed
and piloted during the summer of 2021 with the help
of colleagues and community members. This program
included three important components: free student-selected books, Little Free Libraries (Little Free Library,
Ltd., 2021) and one-minute parent videos (the term
“parents” is inclusive of parents, caregivers and guardians who care for children). Free to Read provides free
books to students, hosts two Little Free Libraries, and
produces and distributes free videos to parents. Free to
Read is a program designed to encourage the development of a reading life bursting with the freedom of
choice and opportunity.
The Free to Read program was implemented at South
Elementary, a part of Coopersville Area Public Schools
(CAPS). Located on the west side of Michigan, Coopersville is a small, tight-knit community that loves
and supports its schools and students. In the 20202021 academic year, South Elementary serviced 568
third through fifth grade students. Although this
was designed as a summer literacy program, most of
the work took place during the school year before it
launched.
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Free to Read
According to research, many summer literacy programs
provide students with free texts. However, the adults in
these programs often select texts for children based on
the learners’ reading skill levels (determined by various
assessments) and their interests (described by the child)
(Kim et al., 2016; White et al., 2014). While positive
effects can be found using this model, there can be a
lack of ownership and excitement for students when
they are not given the opportunity to choose their own
texts. Allington et al. (2010) found that when students
were allowed free choice over their summer reading
texts, there were significant increases in students’ voluntary reading and in their overall reading achievement.
Since choice is an important factor when it comes to
supporting students’ literacy, I designed Free to Read to
include as much choice as possible.
Obtaining funds for this program in the spring of
2021 was somewhat of a challenge. Due to the unusual
events around the COVID-19 pandemic, the school
district had funds that went unused by other programs.
The district redirected those unused funds to Free to
Read. In addition, I reached out to community partners to secure additional funds. To recognize the local
businesses who donated, I printed a sticker for every
$5 donated, identifying each business. The paraprofessional staff of South Elementary placed these stickers
onto the free books before students made their choices.
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Because of the funding available to support the Free
to Read program, we were able to purchase a wide
selection of new texts. This included popular fiction
and nonfiction texts as well as graphic novels. Books
ranged in text complexity to meet students’ unique
needs and interests. I selected books based on popularity and availability through Scholastic. I wanted to
make use of Scholastic’s reasonable prices as well as
their bonus points. I then compiled a list of books for
each grade level and asked colleagues to look them over.
They confirmed the lists’ accuracy and made additional
suggestions.
Popular books such as the Dog Man series by Pilkey
(2016-2021) and the Diary of Wimpy Kid series by
Kinney (2007-2021) were chosen because they are well
loved by many students. Books were also selected on
the basis of being mirrors, windows, and sliding glass
doors for our readers (Bishop, 1990) (Table 1).
According to Bishop, mirror texts are those stories in
which readers see themselves represented. The characters feel familiar and the reader identifies with the characters. Window texts are those that allow the reader to
see into the lives of others. With window texts, readers

have the chance to learn about and experience a world
that is different from their own. Sliding glass door texts
are those in which the reader is able to see into the lives
of others, and is able to find ways to step into those
new worlds. When a text becomes a sliding glass door
for a child today, the reader may change their habits or
perceptions based on what they read.
It was intentional to provide print-based copies of these
texts. Although there are many online libraries and texts
available, these often require digital devices, subscriptions, and WiFi access, all of which can present access
challenges for some learners and their families. For this
program, participating students had over 70 titles to
choose from, including many books belonging to popular series. Students selected their brand-new texts before
they left school for the summer. Third grade students
chose 5 books, while fourth- and fifth- graders chose
4 books. This was simply due to the increasing costs
of books for older students. In the future, we hope to
provide 6 or more books for every student.
Setting up the book selection process required some
creative thinking. Due to the need for virtual learning, there were two classrooms being used by virtual

Table 1
Free to Read example texts
(NOTE: When viewing this list, keep in mind that each child’s unique life experience impacts
whether a book is a window, mirror, or sliding glass door (Bishop, 1990) for them).
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teachers. Both virtual teachers offered to help set up the
event by organizing their empty desks into configurations to help kids browse easily (Figures 1-3).

Figure 2. The original Little Free Library borrowed
from the Coopersville Public Library.

Figure 1. Free to Read texts, set out for student
browsing.

Response to Intervention (RTI) coordinators and paraprofessionals monitored the rooms during pickup. The
RTI program had concluded for the year, making the
staff available to help during the school day. Teachers
selected a time for book pick up using a simple spreadsheet. The RTI staff shared a list of guidelines before
each class entered and helped students find engaging
books. Students also were given a flyer that included an
explanation of the program’s purpose for the parents, a
QR code to access Libby (i.e., a free local library app),
and a QR code to the Coopersville Public Library’s
summer reading program. Students were reminded
that reading these books counted for the local library’s
summer reading program.
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Figure 3. A CAPS student helping to stock the Little
Free Library for the very first time.
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Little Free Libraries
Little Free Libraries (Little Free Library, Ltd., 2021) are
small homes for books, often mounted on posts, where
anyone can stop by to leave a book and/or take a book
home. For those visiting these libraries, they are quick,
simple, free, and absent of late fees or hours of operation. And, as patrons take books and leave books, the
library texts change.
The Little Free Library is a nonprofit organization that
has been “spreading the joy of reading” since 2012
(Little Free Library, Ltd., 2021). Participating in this
world-wide initiative requires building or purchasing
a library, registering and purchasing a charter sign,
and finally, installing the library in the community.
Throughout the summer of 2021, South Elementary
borrowed a temporary free lending library from the
Coopersville Public Library while the permanent libraries were being built (Figure 4).
I visited weekly to ensure it was in good condition and
in use. Each time, I saw obvious signs of young patrons.

My intention was that students would trade out some
or all of the free books they selected at the end of the
school year. However, I noticed that many library
patrons left older, used books and that those texts
remained around longer. To balance this trend and keep
the library going, I routinely added in leftover, brandnew books from the beginning of the program. These
high-interest texts were often gone quickly.
In the fall of 2021, two permanent Little Free Libraries (Little Free Library, Ltd., 2021) were built and
mounted on our school grounds (Figure 5). Students
can now trade books all year long. Both libraries serve
as a way of connecting the school with the community.
Anyone is welcome to stop by to donate, trade, or grab
a book (or two!).
The Free to Read little libraries were built by Mr.
Pritchard, a retired CAPS teacher. Mr. Pritchard
purchased materials and donated time and energy to
hand-crafting the libraries, using images and directions
printed from the Little Free Library website (Little Free
Library, Ltd., 2021).

Figure 4. Temporary free lending library set up in South Elementary School, courtesy of
Coopersville Public Library.
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One-Minute Parent Videos
As noted earlier, many summer literacy programs focus
on learners. However, we know that students’ parents
can also benefit from additional resources, especially in
summer months. Therefore, parents of South Elementary students received two video tips per week via email
during the summer. Designed to be engaging and informative, each video was approximately one minute long
and provided one simple tip for supporting elementary
learners’ literacy. We know a parent’s time is limited
and precious, so keeping the videos to one-minute
allows for easy access and purposeful content.

Figure 5. Scan this QR to see an example of the one
minute parent videos. These videos are short and
very casual. This video is called “Take Them to the
Library...and let them take whatever they want!”
Video Credit: Allison Nieboer

While I wrote the guidelines for the videos and created a number of the videos, a colleague, Allyson
Boomsma filmed 8 videos. We used Loom.com as the
video planform and, altogether, there were 22 videos
shared. Viewership ranged from 9-90 views per video,
dropping off significantly near the end of the summer.
I had few responses to my parent survey at the conclusion of summer as well. In future programs, I plan
to reduce the number of videos to one per week and
ask for parent feedback two weeks before school starts.
My hypothesis is, reducing the number of videos to
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the most salient and ending a little sooner will increase
viewership and survey responses.
The video content was based on Cambourne’s (1995)
Conditions for Learning, specifically: engagement,
immersion, demonstration, approximation and practice.
Parents often create these conditions for learning at
home naturally, and the purpose of the videos was to
validate and enhance these specific conditions.
The videos fell into four main categories, namely: Reading Joy, Reading Identity, Library Use, and Coopersville
Events. Tips in the Reading Joy category encouraged
parents to engage in activities that bring joy to the reading experience. The Reading Identity videos supported
parents and students in understanding who they are as
readers. The Library Use videos encouraged use of the
local library as well as Little Free Libraries (Little Free
Library, Ltd., 2021). Finally, the Coopersville Events
videos promoted free or low-cost local events that could
be turned into learning opportunities (Table 2).
Based on informal feedback I collected from parents
and students, it’s clear that the Free to Read program
was well-received and we are working to build on its
success this academic year. When responding to the
end of summer survey, one parent reported, “My child
LOVED your outdoor library and visited it often. She
was excited to discover a new book and share her favorite book. In addition, she became aware of other ‘little
libraries.’ She discovered one up north at a gas station
near [our] cottage. She would often ‘book swap’ there
as well.”

Conclusion
My intention in creating this program, alongside school
and community partners, was to provide our community with free resources that would help students’ grow
their reading lives, and therefore reading skills, over the
summer months. Overall, the program was considered
a success, and with more improvements, we hope for
even greater success in the future. If you are interested
in setting up a similar summer literacy program, see
Table 3 for a list of recommendations.
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Table 2
Free to Read Video Examples
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Table 3
Recommendations for Creating Your Own Summer Literacy Program
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Productive Struggle in Mathematics
by Kathleen Crawford-McKinney, S. Asli Özgün-Koca,
and Kristy Rebar

Detroit •

Kathleen
Crawford-McKinney

Abstract
We used a children’s book with three groups of students
(ages 6-9) to foster mathematical engagement through
read alouds. We will share lessons learned from this
experience as we integrate children’s literature with
mathematics through the lens of Dweck’s “Power of Yet.”

Introduction  

Kristy Rebar

authors share to foster the integration of mathematics
with children’s literature include being able to
•
•
•

Have you ever questioned how to support your students to make authentic mathematical connections
through children’s literature? Have you also wondered
how you create a teaching and learning environment
that supports perseverance and culturally responsive
teaching? We, a third-grade teacher, a mathematics
educator, and a literacy educator, engaged students with
mathematics and children’s literature through a read
aloud experience during which the teacher and students
interacted with the text while developing mathematical
understanding. Many educators share how children’s
literature can enhance students’ engagement with
mathematics (Larson & Rumsey, 2018; Radebaugh,
1981; Russo & Russo, 2018a, 2018b; Shatzer, 2008;
Strain, 1969). Some of the common elements that these
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make authentic connections, especially connections to students’ lives,   
use integration as a strategy to decrease mathematics anxiety, and    
provide a context for mathematics.

They also highlight that the teachers need to strategically plan their lessons to connect the mathematical
concept to the literature selection. While planning
these lessons, the teacher should keep in mind higher
level thinking questions, authenticity, and hands-on
experiences with manipulatives to provide multiple
access points to the mathematical task.  
We know the integration of children’s literature with
mathematics has been examined, but in this article,
we are using the lens of the Power of Yet to highlight
productive struggle in mathematics and culturally
responsive literacy. Professional educational literature
is lacking in the area that explores ways to combine
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these four topics for elementary classroom teachers.
We attempt to bring these ideas forth to help teachers
understand the importance of book selection, listening
to students’ meanings of the text, and mathematical
contexts while acknowledging that to help students, we
need to recognize and act on their cultural differences
to help them move beyond the struggles through the
Power of Yet.

Description of Our Task
Before we read the book, When Sophie Thinks She Can’t
(Bang, 2018, see Figure 1), we asked the students to
share their personal thoughts about doing complex
tasks and how they problem-solved when the task felt
too difficult. By doing this, we wanted our students
to realize that everyone has different backgrounds and
understandings of doing difficult tasks. In the story
the characters are in a school setting where they are
examining concepts of squares and rectangles. One of
the authors read the book using a document camera so
all students could see the illustrations and text because
we were in a Zoom classroom meeting format. As we
started reading the story, we stopped and waited for
interaction on the pages to bring out the meaning of
the story. Bang introduces the word “YET” as a way
to think beyond what the students think they can’t do.
“Now’s the time to use the most important word. That
word is... YET. You haven’t figured it out.... YET. Keep
working! Keep trying, and you will.” On one particular
page in the story where the teacher discusses squares
and rectangle with her students, we asked our students
what they knew about squares and rectangles. As we
continued reading the story, we asked them to create
their own rectangles using twelve square-shaped post-it
notes to work on their understanding of the concepts/
properties of rectangles. In this story, the word “yet”
was used to demonstrate productive struggle (NCTM,
2014) and the ways in which the students in the book
could figure out complex problems, while acknowledging that everyone may have a different answer. We
deliberately provided students the time to stop and
share their connections to the story, focusing on the
similarities and differences between the way the characters built their mathematical knowledge and how our
students built their own mathematical knowledge.

Figure 1. The cover of When Sophie Thinks She Can’t
(Bang 2018)
We met with different groups of K-3rd grade students to
explore the content area of mathematics and children’s
literature. The students are from diverse backgrounds
and various parts of the United States including Detroit,
Michigan; Eagle River, Alaska; and Mesa, Arizona. The
students were categorized into three groups: one group
of K-1st graders, and 2 groups of 2nd – 3rd graders.

Theoretical Background for the Task
The literacy instructional strategy that we primarily
focused on was interactive read alouds. There is significant empirical evidence supporting why reading aloud
is important for children. As such, we believe that the
value of teachers reading aloud to their students helps
benefit students’ literacy growth in multiple ways,
including syntactical development, vocabulary acquisition, comprehension, and fluency to name just a few
(Lane and Wright, 2007; Beck and McKeown, 2001;
Santoro, Chard, Howard and Baker, 2008; Hurst,
Scales, Frecks, and Lewis, 2011; Routman 2003; Witte,
2016). We also know that children who hear texts read
aloud to them not only think more broadly and open
their imaginations; the read aloud also, “affords them
the opportunity to become more culturally sensitive”
(Layne, 2015, p. 9). This cultural sensitivity is the key
to the Power of Yet especially as students share their
own personal responses to both the content of story
as well as through solving the mathematical problems
contained within the text.
In this experience, the literature selections were deliberately chosen to elicit connections among the two
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content areas: mathematics and literacy, as well as to
foster personal connections so that the meaning of the
text would come to life. Although there is a plethora of
children’s literature that focuses on mathematical concepts, there are fewer that have a powerful sense of story
in them; for this study, the sense of story was important to allow students to more easily make connections
between mathematics and literature. For this article, we
deliberately chose When Sophie Thinks She Can’t (Bang
2018) which explores the concept of persisting on a
task even when the task seems difficult.
Our students transacted with the text to make meaning (Rosenblatt, 1938). We encouraged them to draw
on their past experiences to base their expectations of
what came next in the text. Therefore, the meaning was
continually shaped and tested. Each student interacted
with the text and expressed their own particular value
of the text. We acknowledge the need to consider that
we have a group-responsibility when we respond. We
need to take our personal experiences with the words
in the text, to create our own meaning, while checking ourselves to consider other responses to the text.
So, much like the transactional theory, mathematics
acknowledges that there are always multiple ways to
approach a problem while coming to a shared result.
We wanted to encourage students who struggle with
a problem, to focus on their own transaction while
problem solving, which helped lead them to a solution
through the Power of Yet.
Power of Yet: Bringing Culturally Responsive Teaching and Productive Struggle into Practice
The Power of Yet is described “as being on a learning
curve and gives you a path to the future” (Dweck,
2014). As teachers and teacher educators, we recognize that our role is to provide paths for our students
to grow as learners. The Power of Yet provides the
opportunity for us to stop and reflect with our students about their responses. Through this reflective
stance, students are encouraged to step back and be
critical about their own learning. In this process,
the teachers’ role is to create a learning environment
that supports critical thinking (Hilaski, 2017). This
contradicts a deficit model of learning, in which we,
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as teachers, try to fix the wrong answer. Instead, we
encourage our students to stand back and cultivate a
compass through a complicated situation. It is through
this notion of “not knowing yet,” that we can support
our students’ uncertainty, fear, and anxiety of being
open to learning the new in this complicated world
(Hansen, 2011).
In a general sense, the word struggle has a negative
connotation and having to struggle might be associated
with failing and frustration. However, research shows
across both disciplines that we learn more when we
struggle (Boaler, n.d.a & n.d.b). The National Council
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM, 2014) describes
productive struggle as when students are “delving more
deeply into understanding the mathematical structure
of problems and relationships among mathematical
ideas, instead of simply seeking correct solutions.”
(p. 48). In order for a struggle to be productive and
accepted as a part of a learning process, some classroom
norms have to be in place (Baker et al., 2020; Livy et al,
2018; NCTM, 2014; Warshauer, 2015). These educators listed the following norms:
•
•
•
•
•

Valuing, acknowledging, and encouraging
struggle,
Choosing worthwhile tasks which will allow
productive struggle,
Giving students access to tools to support their
thinking processes,
Providing ample time, and
Communicating and reflecting on the thinking
process.

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) focuses on
improving the learning capacity of diverse students
who have been marginalized educationally. We believe
that we leverage children’s community funds of
knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992)
to build brain power. It is important as teachers that
we do not mistake cultural differences for intellectual deficits (Hammond, 2015). Being a Culturally
Responsive Teacher means we leverage the Power of
Yet mindset and recognize that through the connection of mistakes, we can support children’s growth as
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learners. We are kinder to ourselves when we are still
making mistakes, but we take time to notice that we
are making progress.
It is the role of the teacher to foster the Power of Yet,
by letting students know they have progressed and yet
still have room to grow. By helping students understand this, and having discussions about their mistakes, errors become normalized. Engaging students
in instructional conversations is an opportunity that
provides time to level up their learning by embracing
failure and growth. Creating an environment and
attitude of a growth-mindset in the classroom is the
purpose behind the Power of Yet.
How the Power of Yet Was Fostered in Our Lesson
We asked the students to talk about the story as we
read different parts of the book. At one point in the
story, Sophie gets frustrated because she “can’t” do a
puzzle that she thinks it is too difficult. The students
talked about what they do to learn something that
is too difficult. One of the 3rd grade students connected to the Power of Yet by sharing that he goes to
the library to read in order to get smarter. When he
talked about the story, he connected to the importance
of not giving up and to keep trying. Another student
talked about challenges he has when he takes apart his
go-cart and tries to put it back together. Still another
talked about how she kept trying to learn how to do
particular kicks with her soccer ball. All of the children connected to Sophie’s struggles with visualizing
the mathematical problems in the story. These three
students were not able to do things perfectly at first,
but they realized that through the Power of Yet, they
could persevere to accomplish their goals of learning to
read by going to the library, to do mechanical go-cart
building, and to improve soccer skills. Here, we highlighted these text-to-self connections to emphasize the
productive struggle which is also crucial for mathematical knowledge building. The focus is not about
a specific mathematical topic, but the way someone
learns mathematics.
Integration of Mathematics and Literature
In another article in preparation, we share how we

adapted Russo & Russo’s (2018a) Narrative First
Approach to integrate mathematics and literature.
This approach involves finding rich narratives,
mapping out key components of the story, developing rich problem solving investigations related to
the components and then linking them back to the
mathematics curriculum. Russo & Russo (2018b)
take the Narrative-First Approach and use five steps
to enhance student and teacher engagement. The first
step is shared reading of the text, followed by having
some connecting questions to relate. Once this has
taken place, the teacher then poses the mathematical
problem. The students complete the initial problem,
and then they extend their thinking with another
problem to challenge themselves further. The last
step is a reflective discussion in which the teacher
and students reflect on mathematical learning. In the
adapted version—what we call Narrative-throughout
Approach—we provided a read aloud throughout the
learning experience by stopping and talking about the
text as the students interacted with problem solving
ideas gleaned from the story. Students’ engagement
with both the text and the mathematics was continuous. In other words, as we read the story, we intentionally stopped at certain points to discuss the text
and do mathematics.
When Sophie Thinks She Can’t, includes a mathematical
problem as part of the narrative. For our lesson, we
used the task as it was presented in the text, since we
thought it was a rich mathematical task with multiple entry points and answers. The task was to build
as many rectangles as possible using 12 small squares
(see Figure 2). This task was categorized as a rich,
worthwhile task because it had multiple answers, and
it allowed students to use several approaches. It was
also a low threshold task due to the fact that it was
accessible with both groups of students (K- 1st and
2nd – 3rd graders), but at the same time, the task has
a high ceiling to study more complex mathematical
concepts. “A low threshold high ceiling task is one
which is designed to be mathematically accessible,
and to have built-in extension opportunities. In other
words, everyone can get started and everyone can get
stuck” (NRICH, n.d., para1).
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Figure 2. The Mathematics Problem from the book

How the Integration Was Fostered in Our Lesson
Twelve post-its were provided for students to use during
the problem solving. As students came up with different answers using 12 small squares, we had to pause
and discuss what the question was asking and how to
tile the small squares so that each rectangle would have
the area of 12 small squares. This task had low threshold, since it allowed the younger group of students to
think about the rectangles via manipulatives. It also
had a high ceiling since it allowed students to see how
the number 12 could be represented in different ways,
interpret multiplication as an area, and even start thinking about the commutative property of multiplication.
Figure 3 shows students showing their rectangles 6x2
and 2x6 at the same time during the lesson.
  

Figure 3. The Commutative Property of
Multiplication
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When planning for this lesson, we made some deliberate instructional decisions and moves to increase
the mathematical and literacy engagement of the
students. Some of those decisions were to ensure that
all students had the materials in front of them before
we began. Each student was provided with a packet of
materials for this lesson including the children’s book
and hands-on manipulatives. Post-its were ready for
students to use as we started the mathematics problem.
Students were encouraged to use their own copy of the
book to reread and find examples through illustrations
and texts to support their thinking about the mathematical task. We anticipated how the students might
have responded and ensured all students could share
their work. Welcoming and making each student’s work
public was intentional to make sure that everyone’s
thinking was valuable and worth sharing even it is not
complete. Labeling the work of students as “not complete” instead of “not correct” was another intentional
choice to support productive struggle. As students
created different rectangles, we asked students to show
their work for others to see.
Teachers need to anticipate potential student responses
and misconceptions and be ready with questions to
support student thinking. For instance, we knew that
we wanted to ask them how they knew that the shape
they created was a rectangle. Here, we wanted to
reinforce the definition of a rectangle. Being prepared
with these kinds of questions ahead of time allowed us
to have a reflective mathematical discussion throughout the learning engagement. For instance, one first
grader used the post-its as seen in Figure 4 to create
her rectangle. The child’s shape resembles an image of
a rectangle (with a border and an empty space in the
middle), but we needed to discuss the concept of an
area and why post-its were supposed to be tiled next to
each other.
How Literacy and Mathematics Leverage Each Other
To support the productive struggle, we needed to be
patient and trust our students and their thinking.
We took our time as we read the story and solved the
mathematics problem. We paid special attention not
to rush the read aloud nor the mathematical work. In
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learning, especially mathematical learning. Again, we
are not focusing on a specific mathematics content but
the way to do mathematics such as not only expecting
but also valuing that problem solving process might
take time and effort.
A strategy to promote Power of Yet with a culturally
responsive lens to help students connect literacy and
mathematics is to encourage students to think like
mathematicians (Muhammad, 2020). If we ask students to search for truth and errors in the work they do,
as it relates to mathematics through the selected picture
book, we are encouraging them to take on the role of a
mathematician. We encouraged our students to examine the importance of each word in the book about the
rectangle problem, and to interpret what information
they thought was vital, thereby digging into the story
for clues to help them with both the mathematical
problem and making meaning of the story.
Figure 4. Post-its used for the border of the rectangle

Bang’s story, the teacher encourages students to share
their beliefs about what smart means. “‘What’s the ONE
word on the board?’ SMART. ‘How do we become smart?’
asks Ms. Mulry. Nobody knows the answer. They all
think you have to be born smart.” Stopping to discuss
our students’ definitions and interpretations of “smart,”
allowed us to see the degree to which they see struggle
as a part of intelligence. Providing time to discuss this
piece of literature and not categorizing the notion of
struggling through a deficit lens was crucial for mathematical knowledge building. Some students saw that
struggle was part of learning and growth. They stated
that one can become smarter by “working hard” and
“trying hard.” Moreover, our students had a text-toself connection by empathizing with the character of
Sophie when she had a challenging time while working
on a problem during the read aloud. Our students
shared that they also felt “frustrated” and “sad,” when
“they think they can’t.” A crucial aspect of Power of Yet
was following up with these comments to discuss the
value of struggle and to re-define struggle as a part of

Concluding Thoughts  
We agree with Russo and Russo (2018b) that the
literature selection is instrumental in creating rich
and authentic problem-solving mathematics learning
engagements. We believe that keeping the connection
between the narrative and mathematics alive throughout the engagement enabled us to engage students more
effectively. Interactive engagement between children’s
literature and mathematics should add to both learning of mathematics and literacy learning. Integrating
children’s literature books with mathematics is not a
new idea, and there is a plethora of children’s literature
texts that connect to mathematics. Our aim has been to
deliberately seek out literature that facilitates students
to be open to think more deeply (about both mathematics and literature). Our intent is that such thinking
is not a forced connection, rather one that evolves
naturally. We had two main reasons to choose the book
When Sophie Thinks She Can’t: (i) the mathematics
problem in the book was a worthwhile problem and (ii)
the book’s context enabled us to bring out the Power
of Yet. If the mathematical problem is not rigorous
enough in a text, then the problem could be revised
to embellish how you want your students to think like
mathematicians (Muhammad, 2020).  
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As we continue to examine the learning experiences of
students, our hope is that we foster children’s literature
experiences that are both engaging for them to interact
with the story and to make connections to mathematical concepts in ways that facilitate opportunities for
them to remain sensitive to productive struggle that
acknowledges diverse cultural ways of thinking.
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Introduction
Teacher identity plays a key role in shaping how
English Language Arts teachers (and all teachers, for
that matter) view their role in developing students’
knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Traditionally, teachers
at the elementary level refer to themselves as “teachers of reading,” and teachers at the secondary level
view themselves as “teachers of literature.” At the
middle-school level, we have often seen an interesting
mix of the two, depending on teachers’ certification
levels. This article aims to explore the complexity of
instruction in secondary English Language Arts (ELA)
classes, addressing the role of teacher identity, educator
preparation programs, equity and access, and the role
of the “Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy in the Secondary Classroom.” We suggest that
there is a possibility to attend to both teaching literature and literacy within middle- and high-school ELA
classrooms and provide a vision for working toward this
balance.
As Hicks and Steffel (2012) note, “the typical course
of study in secondary English classrooms—one that
focuses almost exclusively on canonical texts and general writing strategies in response to literature—does
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not acknowledge the complexities of what it means
to be literate” (p. 122). Fittingly, in informal conversations, secondary ELA teachers might be overheard
saying, “My next unit is To Kill a Mockingbird” or
“I’m teaching The Hate U Give right now.” These
text-specific comments show the tendency to view ELA
instruction as dependent upon curricular resources. In
other words, all activities (i.e. reading, writing, discussion) are related to the text. Essential Practice #1 in
the “Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy in the Secondary Classroom” advocates that
teachers “[d]evelop and implement interactive units of
instruction that frame important problems or questions
in order to provide authentic purposes for students to
read and write beyond being assigned or expected to
do so” (2021). This practice requires a shift in focus;
teachers work to develop students’ ability to engage
in reading and writing of a particular type, so that the
skills can be applied any time a student encounters texts
of that type. In such classrooms, teacher comments
might sound more like this: “We’re working on informational reading and writing right now.” Hicks and
Steffel (2012) suggest that we can achieve “the [mutual
goals] of teaching our students to be literate and
apprenticing them as scholars of English” (p. 148), and
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we believe that the “Essential Instructional Practices
for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary Classroom”
provide the research-supported steps ELA teachers can
use to do so.

Changes to Educator Preparation
and Certification
Many factors shape the ways teachers view themselves
and their roles. For example, educator preparation
courses for elementary certification have often taken
a more holistic view of literacy development, with a
strong focus on reading and writing methods courses.
On the other hand, secondary certification programs
tend to emphasize literature coursework. In fact, a brief
review of secondary education coursework requirements in colleges throughout the state indicates that
often only one reading and/or writing methods course
is required. With Michigan’s certification levels changing, however, we find ourselves at an optimal time to
re-examine expectations for both educator preparation
coursework and teachers’ instructional practice. In their
Revised Certification Structure document, the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) explains that
“[a] key goal of this structure is deeper preparation of
teachers to meet the unique learning needs of children
at each grade level” (2021). For emergent secondary
teachers, three of the new certification grade bands

overlap: 3-6, 5-9, and 7-12. Within the 3-6 grade band,
the preservice teacher will prepare to teach all four content areas (evidenced in Figure 1). However, in the 5-9
and 7-12 grade bands, preservice teachers will typically
choose one content-area focus.
This gradual move to content-area specialist aligns with
the intentional shifts in the Essential Instructional
Practices in Literacy documents. The “Essential Instructional Practices in Early Literacy: Grades K-3" focus on
building “literacy knowledge and skills” in foundational
areas, including “oral language, print concepts, phonological awareness, [...and] reading fluency,” among
others. In the “Essential Instructional Practices in Literacy: Grades 4-5,” teachers are encouraged to furnish
“daily opportunities for children to make choices in
their reading and writing across disciplines” and to provide instruction that incorporates disciplinary ways of
thinking and communicating. As Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) explain, however, secondary students need
to “[learn] more sophisticated but less generalizable
skills and routines [...] embedded in these disciplinary
or technical uses of literacy” (p. 45). The “Essential
Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the
Secondary Classroom” address this concern directly
by providing secondary educators with a set of ten
cross-disciplinary instructional practices intended for

Figure 1. Michigan Revised Teacher Certification Structure. Available: https://bit.ly/MDE-Revised-Certification
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use across units of study. These practices are designed to
apprentice adolescents as disciplinary experts by nurturing the disciplinary literacy skills that are both unique
and necessary to each field.
As universities and colleges throughout the state adjust
their current teacher preparation programs to accommodate the new certification bands, they can look to
both national and regional professional organizations
for guidance. The National Council of Teachers of
English, in their “Beliefs about Methods Courses and
Field Experiences in English Education” statement,
cited Pasternak, Caughlan, Hallman, Renzi & Rush’s
(2018) study, which found that five focal areas “shape
English teacher education programs today. These areas
include (1) field experiences; (2) preparation for racial,
cultural, and linguistic diversity; (3) new technologies;
(4) content area literacy; and (5) K–12 content standards and assessments.” In an effort to support a deeper
focus on content area literacy, the Michigan Association
of Intermediate School Administrators General Education Leadership Network Disciplinary (MAISA GELN)
Literacy Task Force (2021) developed a tool affirming
that “pre-service educators should be prepared to, at
an appropriate level, provide students opportunities to
learn through problem- or question-based units using
diverse texts that engage and support students in reading, writing, discussion, and production using practices
authentic to the different disciplines.”

Teacher of Literature and Teacher of
Literacy: There is Room for Both
In education, issues are often posed as problems to be
solved. However, some issues are not problems to be
solved; they are, instead, polarities to be managed. In
Unleashing the Positive Power of Differences: Polarity
Thinking in Our Schools (Kise, 2013), we learn that
polarities require and thinking as opposed to either/or
thinking. Polarities are interconnected elements that are
both essential. A typical example often provided to help
understand the difference between polarities and problems is to consider breathing—both inhaling and exhaling are necessary—there are positives to attending to
both processes, and there will be negative consequences
to over-attending to one to the neglect of the other.

The ideas behind polarities provide us with a new way
to view the instructional shifts we are urging secondary ELA educators to make. Perhaps instead of simply
stating that these educators must move from being
“teachers of literature” to “teachers of literacy,” we
might instead view this as a polarity to be managed well
in order to leverage the benefits of each approach.

Figure 2. Polarity Map modeled on work of Jane
Kise, Ed.D.
Typically, polarity mapping (see Figure 2) is a collaborative process, but our collective experience as intermediate school district (ISD) consultants has provided us
with years’ worth of collaborative conversations with
ELA educators to draw upon as we map this polarity. If
we begin by considering the positive outcomes of teaching literature to middle- and high-school students, we
immediately consider four ideas:
1) Shared experience around one text
2) Exploration of common themes
3) Investigation of particular writing styles and
techniques
4) Perceptions of equity
First, we should begin with a shared understanding
of the term literature. We offer Merriam-Webster’s
definition, which refers to literature as “writings having
excellence of form or expression and expressing ideas
of permanent or universal interest” (n.d.). While the
interpretation of which literary works are worthy of this
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definition has typically been centered on the works of
Western European authors, we prefer a broader view
of the term. The Common Core Standards for English
Language Arts, which informed the development of
Michigan’s ELA standards, offer further guidance on
the range of literature expected in secondary ELA
classes (see Figure 3). Our working definition of the
term literature includes not only stories, dramas, and
poetry, but also literary nonfiction (informational text).
The “Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy in the Secondary Classroom” provide additional examples of the “wide range of diverse texts”
students in secondary ELA classes should read, including the following:
...books, online texts, databases, and tools) that
reflect diversity across cultures, ethnic groups,
geographic locations, genders, and social roles; and
of varying complexity, structure, and genre; (e.g.,
novels, short stories, poetry, comics, newspaper
articles, magazines, journals, advertisements, websites, discussion boards, internet postings)... (2021)
Shared experiences around one text provide for
rich conversations and a sense of group belonging,
both important components for adolescent learners.
Whether the shared text is explored through daily read
alouds, independent reading, or book clubs, common

texts provide students with a touchstone experience.
The selected text has historically been a text from the
“literary canon,” but we are seeing increased consideration of a diverse range of texts from a wider range of
authors being used at the secondary level (cf, Williams
& Kortlandt, 2021).
A second positive outcome of “teaching literature” to
students is the possibility of exploring rich themes—the
recurring ideas about what it means to be human and
to live in our world (as well as imaginary worlds). Literature is an essential vehicle for exploring such themes,
and no other middle- or high-school discipline uses
literature as a tool to explore humanity. This focus on
language and the power of story is unique to ELA, and
there is value to making space within the school day to
do so.
This idea connects with a third positive outcome to
teaching literature: it provides an opportunity to deeply
explore particular authors’ ways with words to see
how those writerly choices affect the story as a whole.
Finally, teaching particular works of literature provides
perceived access to educational experiences that are
viewed as gatekeeping experiences within higher education—teachers often perceive that failing to provide
their students access to particular works of literature
will further stigmatize them as they move on to college

Figure 3. Post-its used for the border of the rectangle
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or university. This belief may not be substantiated, but
the perception of providing foundational experiences
with literature is understandably strong among many
educators working in underserved communities and
schools.
Much like teaching literature, there are multiple
positive outcomes to teaching literacy, including the
following:
1) Transfer of skills from one text to another
2) Student-focused instruction increases engagement
3) Choice is a powerful motivator
4) Exploration of particular writing styles and
techniques
What does it mean to be a teacher of literacy? First,
we must unpack the term itself. The Glossary of the
“Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy” defines literacy as:
a set of socially constructed (developed by people
through interaction) practices that use some form
of a symbol system to communicate meaning,
along with a technology to produce and share it.
Therefore, literacy is more than just the skill sets of
reading and producing different forms of texts; it
also includes the application of these skills “for specific purposes in specific contexts of use.” (Scribner
& Cole, 1981)
The literacies within ELA are varied and complex.
We offer several examples described in the “Essential
Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in
the Secondary Classroom,” Practice #2, in which the
teacher
...supports students to read, analyze, and critically
view multimodal texts (e.g. web pages, graphic
novels, and digital narrations) in a variety of genres
and for a variety of purposes; engages students in
research and argumentation about questions of
interest to them; connects literature and other texts
to current social problems and themes; provides

instruction and practice in reading, analyzing, and
synthesizing across multiple texts in the research
process; supports youth in determining the significance of examples, information, or facts they locate
through different sources (digital and physical) in
the context of research and inquiry… (2021)
By offering explicit instruction in the ways of reading,
writing, thinking, and communicating within the
various disciplines of English Language Arts, educators
offer students the ability to transfer such skills from one
text or one situation to another. For example, there are
multiple writerly moves that authors can make in order
to develop irony within their literature. By providing
several examples and modeling in terms of approaches
that can help students understand these writerly moves,
students can develop their “strategic muscles” in identifying irony regardless of the text they may be reading.
A second positive outcome is that a focus on teaching
literacy is inherently student-centered—the educator
is intent on identifying each students’ current areas
of success and need regarding various aspects of literacy and is intentionally designing instruction in light
of them. Such student-centered approaches tend to
increase student engagement and therefore can support
higher levels of concept attainment and skill (Sungur &
Tekkaya, 2006). In classrooms with a focus on teaching
literacy, there may still be shared experiences around
a text—for example, the teacher may spend the first
few minutes of class reading aloud a shared text—but
for the most part, instruction is focused on modeling
literacy strategies and having students apply those strategies within self-selected independent reading or book
club texts. Finally, moving from a focus on one text
toward applying strategies to multiple texts makes space
for a wider variety of writerly styles and techniques.
The focus shifts from mastery of one text at a time to
increased volume of reading from a much broader array
of modes.
When mapping a polarity, we follow the exploration
of positive outcomes of attending to each pole with
an investigation of the negative outcomes of over-attending to each pole. We ask ourselves, “What might
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happen if we overemphasize teaching literature to the
neglect of teaching literacy?” Three negative outcomes
have been explored in educational literature over the
years:
1) Fake reading/focus on compliance
2) Continued emphasis on teacher as “knower”
3) Lack of transfer of skills to other reading experiences
There is no “one perfect book” that can capture every
student’s interest. Subsequently, when a teacher selects
a book that will take up the majority of instructional
time during a unit of study, it is logical to expect
that many students will not find the book inherently
interesting, even if they are compliant and complete
related assignments related. Compliant completion can
easily be accomplished through “fake reading”; students
are savvy consumers of online resources that provide
answers to often-asked questions about commonly used
literature. Additionally, when the focus is on “teaching
the book,” the teacher is often the person framing the
questions, with the expectation that students will identify the “correct” answer. This approach continues to
center the teacher as “knower,” which removes opportunities for student agency, a core component of Rosenblatt’s (1988) transactional theory of reading. Finally, if
the focus is on teaching literature as opposed to literacy,
it is less likely that students will transfer their understanding to new experiences with texts.
There are also downsides to over-emphasizing the
teaching literacy to the neglect of teaching literature.
These negative outcomes include the following possibilities:
1. Lack of shared experiences with a text
2. Over-emphasis on skills/strategies as opposed
to an efferent experience
3. Overwhelming choice
By viewing ELA instruction as simply a set of strategies
and skills, we often lose the powerful benefits of shared
experiences around a text. There is no other discipline
that places the joy of the written (and pictorial, in the
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case of graphic novels) word other than English Language Arts. Shared experiences with texts offer students
an opportunity to fall in love with a particular author,
discover a passion for a new genre, and explore the
complexities of the human experience through story.
Even if a shared text is used as a mentor text to center
strategy or skill instruction, the focus often becomes the
strategy or skill, as opposed to the efferent experience
the text provides. Research suggests that teaching strategies devoid of any particular meaningful context or
purpose does not improve students’ comprehension, as
students often do not transfer the strategy instruction
to new texts or situations (Pearson & Cervetti, 2013).
Some teachers may consider managing this polarity
by having one unit of study centered on a particular
text and the next unit of study focused on literacy by
offering individual choice in texts and generalized strategy instruction. While this can be a step in the right
direction, our experience suggests that students often
find these “swings” to be confusing. The transition
from having no choice in text to complete text, without
much scaffolding, can often be overwhelming to students, especially those who self-identify as non-readers
and non-writers or “not good at ELA.”
We suggest that one way to manage this polarity is
to make space within each unit of study to be both a
“teacher of literacy” and “teacher of literature.” One
way to accomplish this is to frame a unit around
an essential (or driving) question. For example, in a
middle school literature unit, the class may explore,
“How do stories help us understand a time and place
in history?” Students might collaborate to develop
inquiry questions about their historical setting and
work to answer their questions through a combination
of context clues and paired reading of related nonfiction texts. Explicit instruction (via teacher modeling
and supported practice) on the following literacy skills
can be woven throughout the unit: analyzing how the
characters’ and authors’ points of view shape readers’
experience and understanding; developing and sustaining discussion to support comprehension; and encountering unfamiliar vocabulary and information when
reading in unfamiliar contexts. To attend to the value
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of teaching literature, the teacher may select an anchor
text from the historical fiction genre. This anchor text
can provide the shared experience around a text and be
shared through regular read alouds and mini lessons.
Due to the constrained time frames for instruction in
many secondary classrooms, however, some teachers
find it helpful to alternate between focusing on the
shared text and providing time for reading and discussion of book club books. The “Essential Instructional
Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary
Classroom” offer additional detailed recommendations
for developing problem- and inquiry-based units of
study in ELA classrooms. We look forward to seeing
how this resource supports educators in making space
for teaching literature and literacy in the years to come.

Conclusion
ELA education stands at an interesting precipice. With
Michigan’s educator certification grade bands in flux,
educator preparation organizations may need to rethink
the content of methods courses. This time of change
may be an opportunity to rethink the previously held
notions that secondary teachers are “teachers of literature” when “[acknowledging the complexities of what
it means to be literate” (Hicks & Steffel, 2012, p. 122).
The “Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy in Secondary Classrooms” provides a new
vision for a balance of both. Instead of communicating
that ELA educators should be either teachers of literature or teachers of literacy, we would be well served to
structure our certification coursework and professional
learning experiences on managing this polarity well.
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Sweet Romances and Ticking-ClockPlots: Two Novels for Exploring Identity and
Intersectionality
by Kristin Bartley Lenz
We’ve all felt it as readers. When a character must
complete a task by a certain date to avoid suffering consequences, we flip the pages faster. The “ticking clock”
is a plot device that builds narrative tension, and the
examples of this technique are too numerous to count.
Fantasy and action-adventure movies often use this type
of countdown to create edge-of-your-seat suspense with
spells that will be cast or a bomb ready to explode, yet
it’s effective in realistic fiction and romance novels too,
where the consequences aren’t the extreme stakes of life
or death.
Here are two debut young adult novels that will hook
teens with their creative premises and keep them
reading while the clock ticks. Their plots sound similar at first glance: an unknown bully broadcasts the
protagonists’ personal, private “to-do” lists to the entire
school with mortifying and surprising results. Each
story is about stretching boundaries, exploring identity,
and navigating a first romance, but with very different
characters and settings.
The Sky Blues by Robbie Couch
(Simon & Schuster BFYR,
2021) begins with the familiar trope of a teen longing to
escape a suffocating small town.
Seventeen-year-old Sky is white
and openly gay but maintains
a low profile at his high school
in Rock Ledge, Michigan.
We find him living at his best
friend Bree’s house after his
mother kicked him out for refusing to conform to her
new-found Christian beliefs. Bree’s wealthy, boisterous
family provides a safe haven when Sky has nowhere else
to turn. To cope with his small-town entrapment and
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precarious future, he creates a giant list of splashy ideas
for a “gay promposal”—an elaborate presentation that
goes beyond simply asking someone to prom—to finish
his senior year on a high note. The countdown has
begun. In thirty days, he’ll propose to his crush, Ali, at
the high school’s annual beach bum party. As a Muslim
and Iraq-American, Ali hangs with the popular crowd,
and this adds to the tension Sky feels.
But Sky and Ali’s worlds are turned upside down when
an anonymous hacker leaks a photo of the promposal
list to the entire school and uses homophobic and
racial slurs. What follows is a series of twists—as well as
heartwarming surprises—as the promposal countdown
shifts into a fight for justice. The students rally behind
Sky and Ali, a supportive teacher provides a connection
and insight into Sky’s deceased father, a college scholarship comes through, and a new, unexpected romance
blossoms.
The story has plenty of breezy interactions and playful
prose, but the exploration of identity and intersectionality adds depth. Sky discovers that even though Ali
is popular, he’s always felt like an outsider, a brown
kid pretending to be part of their majority white high
school world. Sky’s close friend Marshall is Black, and
they both gain a better understanding of allyship. As
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the clock to prom ticks ever-closer, Sky finds courage
and boldness to advocate for himself and others and
recognizes that his small-town peers are not as smallminded as he’s always thought.
Identity and intersectionality
are also major themes in Excuse
Me While I Ugly Cry by Joya
Goffney (Harper Teen, 2021).
Seventeen-year-old Black highschool senior Quinn keeps a
journal of private lists to cope
with her fears and anxieties.
She panics when she realizes
her Black classmate Carter has
mistakenly taken her notebook
after a study session. He promises he won’t read her
deeply personal entries, but before he can return her
journal the next morning, he loses it. Thus begins the
mystery and the ticking clock.
An anonymous bully now holds the journal, and
they post Quinn’s “To Do Before I Graduate” list on
Instagram for everyone to see at her mostly white high
school. Seven tasks are on the list, including one that
reveals her big secret: she lied about being accepted into
Columbia. If Quinn doesn’t complete every item on the
list in the eight weeks before graduation, the bully will
post more pages of her intimate thoughts.

coping with her grandmother’s diagnosis of Alzheimer’s, and Quinn ultimately finds strength and courage
through her relationship with her grandmother. Quinn
grows as she navigates both old and new friendships,
communicates with her parents, faces her fears, speaks
up, and learns to trust herself and others, including
Carter whose friendship grows into romance. Teen
readers will cheer them on and relate to their discoveries as graduation draws nearer, and the to-do lists are
completed.
Students who enjoy the challenge of meeting a deadline while also wanting to think more about coming of
age with peer pressure exacerbated by social media will
find Couch and Goffney’s novels to be refreshing. And,
while time may slip away while reading them, readers
will be reminded that the only deadlines that matter are
the ones we create for ourselves.
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young adult novel, The Art of Holding On and Letting
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a Great Lakes Great Books Award honor book. She
teaches creative writing workshops for teens and adults
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Quinn teams up with Carter to discover the bully’s identity, and she creates new lists showing humor, honesty,
and insight. (“Reasons I Don’t Belong Here,” “The Worst
Things About Being Human,” “Pros and Cons of Having
a Lawyer Mom,” “Reasons I Wish We’d Been Friends
Sooner”.) Carter eventually contributes a few lists of his
own, revealing more of himself to Quinn and his feelings
for her (“Reasons I Can’t Stop Thinking of You”).
The story is full of tender and funny moments, but also
explores the complexities of race, including stereotyping, internalized racism, and colorism, a deeper and
even more complex kind of discrimination against
individuals with darker shades of skin even within their
own racial group. A subplot involves Quinn’s difficulty
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Great Lakes, Great Books
Goes Graphic!
by Lynette Marten Suckow
•
Marquette

The popularity of graphic novels has exploded in the
last fifteen years, and graphic novels have been featured
on many of the Great Lakes Great Books Award lists!
The first to appear was Bone: Out from Boneville by Jeff
Smith in 2006. Brian Selznick made the list in 2008
with The Invention of Hugo Cabret, a hybrid of alternating chapters in illustrations and text. El Deafo by
Cece Bell continued the graphic novel trend in 2015,
and the author, Raina Telgemeier, followed it up with
Ghosts in 2017. These authors have gone on to specialize and excel in the graphic novel genre. Because it is
difficult for any reader to resist the experience of dual
sensory input from text and pictures at the same time,
this month’s focus is on a collection of graphic novels
MRJ readers are sure to enjoy. Although the first two
books below aren’t labeled as graphic novels, they are
very “graphic,” as extensive illustrations to support each
story. Enjoy reading the growing number of graphic
novels listed here and watch for next year’s nominees at
the MRA Annual Conference from March 11-14, 2022
in Lansing, Michigan.
See the Cat: Three Stories About a Dog by David
LaRochelle features Max, the dog, who argues with the
narrator about what he sees (and doesn’t see) from his
perspective on the page. Although the first short story
seems stressful for Max, who feels that the narrator
is not listening to him, it proves to be very funny for
readers. By the second story, Max realizes that he is subject to the written text and quickly adds an important
word to avoid catastrophe. Max totally takes control of

Lynette
Marten Suckow

the third story and negotiates
with the narrator to guide the
story to his liking. Readers
will enjoy the transformation
of underdog to top dog (puns
intended). The gouache illustrations by Mike Wohnoutka
are focused and expressive,
rounding out this delightful
book. It’s easy to see why a
2021 Theodor Seuss Geisel
Award sticker, designating an outstanding easy reader
for children, has been added to the front cover. Keep
the laughs coming with LaRochelle’s newest book, See
the Dog: Three Stories About a Cat (2021).
Monster and Boy by Hannah
Barnaby shows what happens
when the legendary monster
who lives under the bed is
diminished because parents who
want their children to sleep well
tell them that monsters are not
real. From the monster’s point
of view, he needs to verify his
existence. While attempting
to announce that monsters are
real, he surprises himself by swallowing the boy who
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was going to scream for his parents. The monster works
frantically to cough up the boy, now only a fraction
of his original size. Thus, begins the adventure of a
monster and a boy, trying all kinds of ideas to make the
boy large again. The pair cautiously venture from the
bedroom, exploring the entire house while looking for
a way to enlarge little boys. After a run-in with the little
sister, the monster thinks of a solution to their problem and cooperates with the boy to restore his normal
size. The narrator’s voice is conversational, adding even
more humor to this tongue-in-cheek book about being
open to new ideas. Illustrator Anoosha Syed generously
sprinkles text-enhancing illustrations throughout this
imaginative chapter book. The Monster and Boy series
includes Monster and Boy: Monster’s First Day of School
(2021) and Monster and Boy: The Sister Surprise (2022).
Measuring Up by Lily LaMotte
tackles the trials and tribulations of immigration in this
debut novel. Cici and her
family recently moved from
Taiwan to Seattle for the same
reasons as many—career and
educational opportunities.
However, Cici’s grandmother,
the light of her life and cooking mentor, stayed behind.
Although Cici adopts a good attitude and finds friends
at school, she makes the mistake of bringing Taiwan
cuisine for lunch, revealing hersefl as an outsider. Cici
misses her grandmother terribly and collaborates with
her mother to send money for a visit. Winnings from a
local cooking contest could pay those travel expenses,
so Cici signs up. Each weekly cooking challenge allows
her to learn more about unfamiliar spices leading to the
perfect American dish. She also finds a new friend and
teammate, a young chef whose father owns an upscale
restaurant. The older man is impressed with Cici’s
ability recognize each ingredient in a mixture by tasting
it, but his racial prejudices make him suspect Cici of
stealing a recipe in order to win the contest. She is vindicated when she wins the contest by creating a modern
twist on an old Taiwanese dish. The final pane of this
insightful graphic novel shows Cici sharing a meal with
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her parents, grandmother, and three new friends, with
hopes that could shape the future.
Class Act by Jerry Craft picks
up where the story of Jordan
Banks leaves off in New Kid
(2019), Newbery Medal winner
for 2020. There’s a summary
of Jordan’s introduction into
a mostly white prep school
where he meets friends Liam
and Drew, but this is Drew’s
story. Both books contrast and
compare the problems of white,
mixed race, and African-American students trying
to survive middle school at Riverdale Academy and
establish their own identities. As the trio assembles on
the first day of school, it appears that Drew can’t seem
to avoid Andy, the wealthy and privileged school bully,
until Andy dyes himself green for a school activity
and becomes the target of his own jokes about skin
color. The graphic novel format of this book allows the
well-meaning principal to devolve into a caricature of
himself whenever student conflict becomes inevitable.
Jordan, an aspiring artist, continues a story thread
from the first book by adding several of his own story
panels to the framework. Liam brings his upper-class
family problems to the group, causing some distance
between friends, until they decide to accept each other’s
socioeconomic differences. Visual cues are dispersed
throughout the chapters and add significant humor to
the overall story, which explores race, social standing,
family structure, and the world of academics.
Displacement by Kiku Hughes
gives historical fiction a sci-fi
twist by sending sixteen-yearold Kiku into the past as a
reluctant time traveler. Not the
first time she’s been displaced in
time, Kiku has now been held
in a World War II Japanese
internment camp for more than
a year. Reliving her Japanese
grandmother’s experience, Kiku
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is initially taken to Tanforan Assembly Center, a former
racetrack near San Francisco, where detainees were
housed in horse stables and later transported to a camp
in the harsh winter environment of Utah. The Central
Utah Relocation Center (Topaz) Site stands there
to this day, archiving the history of the era. Hughes
researched these camps extensively and based several of
her characters on activists who lived through the internment camp experience and publicly opposed it after
the war. Emotions and fears of the Japanese American
community are conveyed through exceptional text and
graphics. As a nod to the present, Kiku returns to her
home where she and her mother listen in shock to the
television, as the Trump administration bans Muslims
from the country and locks up migrant children at the
Southern U.S. border. Parallels to the Japanese internment camps in the 1940’s are unmistakable. As a result
of Kiku’s experience, her family researches the camps
further, before becoming activists themselves, educating
others about nationalist policies that still exist today.

Great Lakes, Great Books,
an MRA Student Involvement Project
The GLGB committee takes on the task of reading as
many children’s and teen books as possible in order to
select forty of the best books published within the last
two years. One main goal of Great Lakes Great Books is
introducing K-12 classrooms to some of the best books
available on the market. Teachers and librarians are
encouraged to provide students with books from their
grade-level lists and allow them to vote on their favorites
to promote reading and student participation process.
Look for supplemental classroom materials online at
www.michiganreading.org under the Awards tab.
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Book Review Letting Go of Literary
Whiteness: Antiracist Literature Instruction
for White Students
by Jeremy Hyler
More than ever, there is a need
for change in the way literacy
is delivered to our children.
The pandemic has no doubt
highlighted this more than
ever. By now, Letting Go of
Literary Whiteness by Carlin
Borsheim-Black and Sophia
Tatiana Sarigianides (2019),
Teacher’s College Press,
Columbia University, ISBN:
978-0-807-76305-6, has had reviews discussing major
themes outlined in the book associated with Critical
Race Theory, white privilege, and colorblindness in
literature. These are all crucial items for discussion and
should be at the forefront of discussions in staff meetings, department meetings, and curriculum meetings.
As a former educator myself, I know the importance of
having teachers understand that the approach to how
literacy is taught in the classroom needs to change to
include everyone. In this review I want to focus on the
“how.” The discussions I have had with other teachers
through my professional networks has proven just what
Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides provide for all of us
to pay attention to, and that is the “how.” How do I as
an educator shift my thought process and instructional
approach to best address the issue of Literary Whiteness?
Both authors do a phenomenal job of providing ways
for teachers to create a more diverse classroom. There
are two strategies that come from this book that I feel
can be very beneficial to helping educators that I want
to highlight.
First, in Chapter Two, the authors visit a classroom
where a political cartoon is being analyzed by a teacher
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and her students. Though the teacher does a great job
of addressing racism, she could have done a better
job of analyzing race in the political cartoon they
were studying. Out of this classroom observation,
Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides discuss the idea of
backward design for constructing unit plans.
Backward design is the process of keeping the outcome
of the unit in mind when beginning to plan the unit.
Teachers plan the goals and objectives at the beginning
to help them create the essential questions needed for
engagement. Having used backward design myself, I
can tell you not only does it create more thoughtful
lessons, but helps teachers create more meaningful
assessments for students to demonstrate what they have
learned. When using backward design, the authors
suggest focusing on three principles:
1. Articulate Racial Literacy Objectives: “Clear
racial literacy objectives not only guide sustained and strategic instruction; they serve
several other purposes as well” (p.23).
2. Design Essential Questions Focused on
Race: “Good essential questions are openended rather than leading…” (p.24).
3. Assess Racial Literacy Objectives: “To be
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clear, this personal work is imperative for helping students challenge deeply held assumptions and develop healthy racial identities…”
(p. 25).
Each principle is described in more detail in Chapter 2
to help educators understand how backward design can
help address the literary whiteness that can exist within
our units and lessons. Each quote is written to provide
an idea of the direction the authors want teaches going
in with their lesson and units. Furthermore, the play,
A Raisin in the Sun by Lorraine Hansberry is used as
an exemplar to help the reader understand how a unit
might look. Overall, Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides
want readers to understand that by using backwards
design, more direct literacy objectives and assessments
can lead to more focus on race and racism.
In addition to backwards design, the authors encourage
teachers to design assignments to build student’s racial
literacy and their racial identities. At the beginning of
Chapter 7, the authors ask us to look at our own racial
identities to develop a racial consciousness where we
should reflect on our own beliefs, assumptions, and
privileges. What is so important about the beginning
of this chapter is where the authors discuss how our
students or we as educators can have feelings of guilt,
shame or just being overwhelmed by discovering our
racial identities. However, Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides encourage white individuals to not remain in
this state of guilt or shame. We should push forward to
develop a healthier identity.
From there, the authors outline two more principles for
formative assessments that can help guide students and
teachers with racial literacy learning.
1. Begin by Teaching Complex Race
Concepts: “We recommend that English
teachers begin the work of bolstering students’
racial identity by helping students name and
define race concepts like systematic racism,
colorblindness, and White talk, for example”
(p. 109).

2. Use Formative Assessments to Scaffold
Racial Identity Work: “...racial identity work
also must include engagements foregrounding
uncertainty, questions, and slow realizations”
(p. 110).
These two principles help open the door for more
in-depth conversations about race and racism that
exists in literature. The authors even go further and
provide some phenomenal resources including fiction,
nonfiction, podcasts, documentaries, and films that
can help engage in the ongoing learning that is racial
literacy.
As the authors state at the end of their book, this is just
the beginning, not the end when it comes to thinking
about literary whiteness and how we can combat the
racism that exists in literature and in our classrooms. It
is not a book made to make any white teacher or student feel bad about themselves, but to begin the critical
conversations in classrooms that are long overdue when
it comes to the topic of racism. As the authors state in
the opening of the book, “Our goal is to understand
the complexities of students’ responses, responses that
make perfect sense given that the emphasis within this
antiracist work is on disrupting racial ideologies that
have been reinforced in White contexts” (p. 4, emphasis
in original). When I first read this book, I did feel that
disruption, mostly as feelings of guilt and shame. Still,
I didn’t linger in those feelings, as the book also made
me take notice that we need to act and make a difference in our classrooms. By having more engaging conversations and giving our students a space where they
can discuss openly the problem that has been plaguing
our classrooms for too long, racism, we can reach
beyond literary whiteness and provide better literature
instruction for all.
Editor’s Note: Though the book in this review is that of
a publication from current MRJ Co-Editor Dr. Carlin
Borsheim-Black, Mr. Hyler selected the title himself
and his submission was edited by other members of the
editorial team, thus insuring an independent review.
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Book Review Cultivating Genius: An Equity
Framework For Culturally And Historically
Responsive Literacy
by Raven Jones Stanbrough
Muhammad, G. (2020).
Cultivating Genius: An
Equity Framework for
Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy.
Scholastic Inc.,
New York, NY.
ISBN: 978-1-338-59489-8
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From my lenses as a teacher,
scholar, school board member,
researcher, and teacher educator, I have come to learn
that there is much that we can do to improve how literacy
education is framed today. (Muhammad, 2020)
Every child and student deserves a champion. Someone
to clap for them as they are wobblily pursuing balance
when they take their first steps. Someone to smile and
cheer with emphatic glee when they utter their first
words, matriculate through school, and navigate their
academic and social worlds. Whether at home, school,
or in other spaces they occupy, children and students
deserve for their (literary) lives to be affirmed and celebrated in affirming ways and at every turn. As a homeschooling mother, scholar-activist, and teacher-educator,
raising a knowledge-seeking daughter, I intentionally
promote my daughter’s thinking and literacy awareness while centering our Blackness, cultural excellence,
and academic inquiries. I recognize that there are and
will continue to be differences in the ways in which
I educate my daughter, in contrast to what curricular
choices might be used or valued in schools, which often
includes the erasure of Black and Brown histories and
stories. When championing for children, all teachers
must know that their students deserve be advocated for
and respected. Students deserve to experience instructional wellness, which I am defining as teaching from
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pedagogical lenses and practices that do not include
academic, emotional, psychological, physical, or
spiritual harm. Rather, a child’s instructional wellness
should center their identities, joy, and interests across
disciplines. It should promote anti-racist thinking and
community building. Young people are dope! They
deserve to know that their minds are beautiful and
brilliant.
Scholar and literacy activist, Dr. Gholdy Muhammad
is a social justice warrior who proudly praises students
and tells them that they are dope! She is a living example of someone who is equipped to use her thinking to
dismantle literacy oppression. She claps and cheers for
children, students, parents, and teachers, and others as
they cultivate their own genius. Whether she is teaching, speaking at national conferences, or conversing
with loved ones and village members, Dr. Muhammad’s
soul-work is deeply rooted in equitable restoration for
students in classrooms and across varying spaces. She
reminds students that they can use their pens, minds,
and literacy experiences to fight ongoing injustices. She
is a champion for children and students. Connected
to this, Dr. Muhammad’s book, Cultivating Genius:
An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically
Responsive Literacy, is a direct representation of such
championing and cheerleading. In the text, she delineates an equity-based framework centered in histories
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and stories that promote pedagogical approaches in
literacy education for all students, especially youth of
color. While turning the pages of Cultivating Genius,
readers can expect to learn from what Dr. Muhammad
has defined as Historically Responsive Literacy, which
stemmed from her work examining Black literacy
societies in the 19th century. She states, “…Black
people developed literary societies or “literary institutions,” which were essentially collaborative teaching
and learning spaces to construct knowledge and engage
one another toward cultivating a literary culture” (p. 9).
In speaking with other scholars, students, and teacher
educators about Cultivating Genius, they have expressed
a profound gratitude for Dr. Muhammad’s work highlighting how literary societies were a space to thrive,
and for participants to read, write, and create together.

historically responsive. I am so grateful for this text,
the new knowledge it presented for me, and for how
it beautifully celebrates cultures and criticality. I could
not put this book down. It has contributed to how
I (re)define my own teaching and mothering. I was
and am drawn to the questions and inquiries that Dr.
Muhammad encourages us to consider. I invite you all
to read every word and to begin or continue or your
own journey as a champion for children and students.

Cultivating Genius includes eight chapters that include
literacy definitions and terms, an outline of her framework, and examples of historically responsive texts and
lesson plans. Written and categorized in three parts—
Part One: Drawing From History to Reimagine Literacy Education; Part Two: Teaching and Learning With
the Four-Layered HRL Framework; and Part Three:
Implementing Historically Responsive Texts and Lesson
Plans. In each part, Dr. Muhammad provides practical
and necessary thinking that helps educators support
and celebrate the cultural and literacy capital that
young people innately represent. The equity framework
includes four learning goals or pursuits:

Raven Jones Stanbrough is an assistant professor in
the Department of Teacher Education at Michigan
State University. Her teaching, research, and publications focus on literacy, culture, race, equity, and the
educational and lived experiences of students of color
in urban contexts. Dr. Jones Stanbrough creates and
facilitates debate education programs to promote and
expand educative thinking and creative engagement.
She is also the Co-founder of The Zuri Reads Initiative
(TZRI), which provides and organizes literacy-related
events and resources for Detroit-area children, students, and families. When she is not teaching, playing
Scrabble, or listening to The Clark Sisters, Dr. Jones
Stanbrough can usually be found at Target, purchasing
Legos and dresses for her daughter, Zuri Hudson. She
can be contacted at: jonesrav@msu.edu.

•
•
•
•

Identity Development: Helping youth to make
sense of themselves and others
Skill Development: Developing proficiencies
across the academic discipline
Intellectual Development: Gaining knowledge
and becoming smarter
Criticality: Learning and developing the
ability to read texts (including print and social
contexts) to understand power, equity, and
anti-oppression
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These four learning pursuits offer opportunities for
teachers and students to participate in meaningful
dialogue and sense-making that are culturally and
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Each and every day we rise, we cheerfully hug one another, exchange
liberating affirmations, root and rise in yoga Goddess poses, and engage in
writing and learning practices that center our joy. As mother and daughter,
we individually and collectively dream and construct our own literary worlds
through our engagement with ourselves, one another, our communities,
and through (re)envisioning a better tomorrow for children, youth, and
humanity writ large. We use K-W-L charts to write our own (un)told stories.
We draw inspiration from our ancestors whose shoulders we stand on! We
are dreamers and doers.
Given the continuing challenges of COVID-19 and still losing and mourning
countless loved ones, this pandemic has taught us to become more
intentional regarding our own wellness and the ways in which we advocate
for our educative and intersecting identities. Daily, we engage in self-care
traditions that provide us with restorative energy to 'run and not be weary
and to walk and not faint.' In A Burst of Light and Other Essays, (1988)
poet and activist, Audre Larde exclaims, "Caring for myself is not selfindulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare."

We overstand Lorde's imploring, especially as a Black woman and child.
Together, we preserve our mental and academic health by reminding one
another to take breaks during our work and school day. We encourage
each other to close our laptops. Do cartwheels. We do not skip self-care. It is in us and on us. We laugh. We play. We
two-step, jit, and dance. We sing along to the songs of Motown Magic. We skateboard. And we color - sometimes outside
of the lines on purpose. We take nature walks in our beloved city of Detroit, purchase children's books from Source
Booksellers, and invite our literary worlds to collide, to breathe creativity, learn from one another, and support our
community and loved ones.
Likewise, we count it all joy to collaborate with Detroit residents
and thinkers, like Detroit Out Laud's (DOL) creative curator,
Jasmin DeForrest - whose creative conceptualization of DOL
was an intentional celebration of our city's art, culture, music,
history, and people. Being able to share our admiration for
literacy during a cultural celebration that also showcased
Detroiters and other lovers of words and artists, like: jessica
Care moore, King Moore, Big Sean, and Dwele allowed us to
show pride for our beloved city. Connected to this, we excitedly
roam the isles and shelves of our local libraries, while reading
the works of Detroit scholar-activists, Ors. Geneva Smitherman
and April Baker-Bell - both of whom challenge this world to
(re)consider the innate language and linguistic brilliance of
Black youth and other communities of color.
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Still , we also recognize the continued onslaught of anti-Blackness , systems of oppression , and inequalities that permeate
the hallways of school (buildings) , take up space on Zoom screens , or reside in the hearts and minds of individuals not
committed to social justice thinking , doing , and orientations. It is certain that we are all living in a state of emergency. We
must assemble collectively and across communities to dismantle and uproot the lingering lenses of reinforced educational
injustice. We must become (literacy) activists in our own backyards and across the globe. The time is now for such
meaningful and necessary engagement. We believe in such work and invite you to embrace such imaginings with us.
Writer and educator , Lucile Clifton stated , "We cannot create what we can't imagine." Her wisdom is a call to action for all
of us to become inspired by ourselves and others. To dream boldly. To stand up for justice. To teach from our souls. To
tap in. Imagining is revolutionary. Are you ready to imagine with us? The field of education continues to need various
forms of support in 'all the things ,' and we must do our part to carry forth the teachings from Larde , Clifton , and so many
other revolutionary leaders and thinkers. Active imagining embodies creative thinking and planning , and leads to action.
What do you desire to create and imagine for your child(ren) , your children 's children , your students , your community ,
your colleagues , your leaders , your village , your tribe? How might your imaginings invite the students in your classrooms
to be heard , respected , and seen? In what ways do you center equitable teaching and the experiences of marginalized
communities? What does self-care mean to you , your students , and your family? How have you addressed learning loss
gaps since the pandemic? What does advocacy look like in your teaching , learning , and working? How might you push
back or against systemic (educational) oppression , and why is this important?
In this special issue , we invite you to not only dream and imagine with us, but to put pen to
paper , pencil to pad , crayon to sketchbook , camera to subject , and focus with us. Embrace
and consider what Detroit scholar and yoga enthusiast , Dr. Theda Gibbs Grey suggests when
she asks , "What must we do as educators to assist with students being 'rooted to rise?" ' or
"How do we encourage balance and brilliance during in-school and out-of-school spaces? " We
are committed to doing this work with you. We are constantly becoming comfortable with being
uncomfortable and engaging across (educational) spaces to do the work. This special issue is
for everyone. Children. Youth. Parents. Teachers. Administrators. Policy makers. Community
activists. We need to hear from you. Imagine what this world could be if we all worked in
solidarity to influence the next generation of local and global leaders. Now , imagine what this
world will be for our children and others , if we do not embrace change , revolutionary thinking
and teaching , and fighting for racial equality , freedom , and justice. Won 't you imagine a better
and more just world with us?
For the spring 2022 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal , we invite submissions from scholars and educators from all
levels. We are also particularly interested in inviting a wide variety of submissions authored by young people , including
artwork , poetry , essays , fiction , photos , and other genres.
Keywords: Detroit , Culture , Literacy , Equitable , Humanizing , Joy , Love ,
Responsibility
Questions to consider as scholars, educators, and youth write for this
special issue:
Equitable Literacy Teaching
•
How do you foster equitable literacy and literacy awareness in the 21 st
century?
•
How do you invite literacy (re)imagining(s) in your classroom and/or out
of school spaces?
•
In what ways are equity and equity-based lenses centered in your
thinking and teaching through writing instruction? Through language
instruction? Across disciplines?
•
In what ways do you use literacy to empower youth to be community and
global citizens?
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Past, Present, and Future Teaching Within the
Pandemic
•
What is the role of literacy (research) during and
post a pandemic era?
•
How have teachers been meeting the needs of
students since transitioning back to in-person
learning?
•
In what ways have students' socioemotional ,
cultural , and linguistic needs been centered and
forwarded?
•
How has distance learning or homeschooling
impacted , inspired , or challenged your teaching
and thinking?
Reading and Writing for Wellness
•
What reading and writing practices do you draw from when advocating for your own mental health and wellness?
Your students ' wellness? Why is this important to you?
•
How might literacy wellness activities contribute to the emotional , mental , and academic healthiness of students?
Celebrating Students' Innate Brilliance
•
How do you affirm the multiple identities and literacies of your students?
•
In what ways do you center their cultures , languages , literacies--and their innate brilliance--in your curricula
choices and teaching?
Building Support for Literacy Teaching
•
How are superintendents , principals , literacy coaches , or curriculum directors supporting teachers and students-institutionally--in their literacy teaching and learning?
•
What areas of focus are districts prioritizing in professional development? How are schools or districts supporting
social justice literacy teaching?
For scholars and educators , we will accept all our normal
forms of submission (including Bridging Research and
Practice , Critical Issues , and Book Reviews) , and are
especially interested in Voices from the Region submissions.
In these reflective pieces (apx 750-2500 words) , please
consider the questions above. We are accepting manuscripts
through April 1st, 2022 , through our Scholarworks system ,
accessible from https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/ .
For youth (K-12) , we will accept brief essays , stories , poems ,
and artwork. Student submissions can range from 10 to 1000
words , and artwork can include drawings , paintings , or
photographs. To submit these works , we ask that youth and
their parents/caregivers complete a Google Form, available
at https://bit.ly/rootingtorise . We are also accepting
submissions from youth through April 1st, 2022.
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General Call for Manuscripts & Graphics
The Michigan Reading Journal is the peer-reviewed journal of the Michigan Reading Association, which is
composed of and serves more than 3,000 classroom teachers, literacy specialists, educational leaders,
teacher educators, and university faculty.
The journal publishes on diverse topics related to literacy, including reading, writing, speaking, listening,
viewing, visually representing, technology, and literature for children and young adults. Submissions are
invited in any of the categories below, though we are particularly interested in manuscripts that connect
literacy and social justice or address new literacies (e.g., technology, graphic novels, podcasts, etc.).
The Michigan Reading Journal is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialShareAlike 4.0 International License, to allow for certain types of reuse without permission. By submitting
to the Michigan Reading Journal, you will be asked to sign an author’s permission statement that attests to
the originality of your work and your willingness to publish under a Creative Commons License.
Bridging Research and Practice Articles
Articles submitted in this category present original descriptions of research-based instruction that
improves the literacy learning of students ranging from birth to college age. Articles describing researchbased practices in literacy teacher education will also be considered. Manuscripts in this category must
include 5-10 practical steps to guide readers in applying the research to their practice. Manuscript
submissions should include APA formatted references to the relevant research literature and must not
exceed 5,000 words (including tables, figures and appendices; excluding reference list) in 12-point font
and left-aligned. Any charts or graphics must be of high-quality and in black and white. These manuscripts
undergo blind review by members of the journal’s editorial review board.
Voices from the Region
Articles submitted in this category will showcase evidence-based literacy practices being implemented
throughout the state and region in such varied spaces as classrooms, districts, libraries, after school
programs, online schools, homes, daycares, preschools, ISDs/RESAs. We are specifically interested in
submissions from practitioners who can share tips and ideas about what is working in their context, why
they are engaging in these ideas, and how others could do this, too. Our goal is to hear from a range of
practitioners in and around the state who are interested in literacy. Manuscripts in this category should
begin with an introduction to the authors and the context of their work. Please also include APA formatted
references to the relevant research literature, if appropriate to the piece. Manuscript submissions should
be between 750 and 2500 words (including tables, figures and appendices; excluding reference list),
double-spaced, and in 12-point font and left-aligned. Any charts or graphics must be of high-quality and
in black and white. These manuscripts undergo blind review by members of the journal’s editorial review
board.
Visual Artifacts and Graphics
Submissions in this category share visual artifacts of literacy teaching practices through photos of
teachers and students engaging in literacy, literacy projects, literacy, centers, and artifacts of student
learning. Each image should be clear, in focus, of a high resolution/quality, and sent as a full-size jpeg or
tiff file attachment, accompanied by a brief, 50-100 word description. Documents must be scanned, not
photographed; the latter will not be of high enough quality for publication. By submitting an item in this

category, the individual indicates that he/she has obtained consent from the district, school, teacher,
parent, and child to use the image for publication. The journal’s editorial team reviews submissions in this
category.
Letters to the Editors
We invite and encourage your letters in response to what you have read in the Michigan Reading Journal.
Did research presented help you better understand teaching and learning? Were you inspired to try a new
teaching strategy? Are you still puzzling over a topic recently featured? Is there something you haven’t
seen in the journal that you want us to address? Let us hear from you, please. Letters may be edited, with
author’s permission, for publication.
Nominations for Professional Books to Review
We invite and encourage nominations of professional books to review for our Professional Books of
Interest column. Please send book titles, author names, and year of publication to us via e-mail with a brief
1-2 sentence description of what the book is about and why it should be reviewed in MRJ. If approved,
professional book reviews can be up to 1200 words in length.
Reviews of Children’s and Young Adult Books
Have a great book that you and your students love? We invite teachers of students of all ages to write and
submit book reviews of children’s and young adult books of any genre that have been published in the last
year. Book reviews can be up to 1200 words in length, and we recommend the “Writing a Book Review”
resource on the Purdue Online Writing Lab’s website for a list of questions and considerations that would
be useful in crafting your review.
Manuscript Review Process
Below are the questions that the journal’s Editorial Review Board members use when reviewing submitted
research manuscripts and practitioner pieces focused on sharing teaching practices. The questions are
intended to guide reviewers and help them shape their written summaries of feedback and
recommendations regarding publication. The answers are forwarded to authors, along with the publication
decision. The editorial team will provide feedback on spelling, grammar, mechanics, APA format, etc. so
reviewers should focus their review and feedback on the more global guiding questions below. The guiding
questions can also serve to help authors shape their manuscripts in order to meet standard for publication
in MRJ.
Reviewers’ Guiding Questions
• Does the article address an important or compelling topic for reading practitioners in Michigan? Why
or why not?
• Does the manuscript contain an appropriate blend of theory, research and practice? Are there ways to
improve this balance?
• Does the article offer practical implications or suggestions, based-in-research, that reading
practitioners can implement? Are there additional implications that would improve the manuscript?
• Does the manuscript include enough information on how-to practical steps for classroom or
practitioner implementation (i.e., What can teachers do on Monday morning?)?
• Will the article appeal to MRJ’s diverse audience? What can be improved?
• What are the revisions that you would recommend to improve this manuscript for our practitioner
audience?
Questions? Please reach out via mrj@cmich.edu

